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ABSTRACT
Throughout the long nineteenth century, characters in novels are often described as
being like siblings to other characters. Frequently, such sibling-like characters end up
being the protagonist’s most desirable marriage partner. While older literary criticism
assumed that such coding was meant to invoke themes of incest, more recent
scholarship has begun to investigate how such characters can inform our
understanding of the dramatic historical shifts in family structure and alliance (from
the biological to the conjugal), as well as changes in what motivated and validated
marriages. In either case, the scholarship assumes that the reference to siblinghood
places unrelated characters on a spectrum of biological or legal relation to one another.
This dissertation addresses a gap in scholarship created when the sibling-like
relationship is elided by a discussion of the sibling. I argue that the sibling-like is a
distinct category warranting its own investigation. Because it is both ambiguous and
ambivalent, the sibling-like moves beyond existing dichotomies of incest vs. celibacy.
It complicates seemingly distinct categories such as familiar vs. other and brother vs.
sister. It empowers protagonists to secure marriages that are egalitarian partnerships,
and marks anxieties surrounding the consequences of colonialism. Through textual
analysis of novels by Charlotte Smith, Charlotte Yonge, Sarah Grand, Charles
Dickens, Mary Elizabeth Braddon, Emily Brontë, and Thomas Hardy, I demonstrate
that the sibling-like character is a common trope used throughout the long nineteenth
century to question the constructs and boundaries of family, gender, desire, and genre.
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INTRODUCTION

In the 1818 text of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, the narrator, Robert Walton,
laments to his sister, Margaret, that he has found “a man who, before his spirit had
been broken by misery, [he] should have been happy to have possessed as the brother
of my heart” (15). At the end of the epistolary novel, Walton then records Victor
Frankenstein’s reasons for being unable to accept Walton’s friendship, in
Frankenstein’s own words:
“I thank you, Walton” he said, “for your kind intentions towards so miserable a
wretch; but when you speak of new ties, and fresh affections, think you that
any can replace those who are gone? Can any man be to me as Clerval was; or
any woman another Elizabeth? Even where the affections are not strongly
moved by any superior excellence, the companions of our childhood always
possess a certain power over our minds, which hardly any later friend can
obtain. They know our infantine dispositions, which, however they may be
afterwards modified, are never eradicated; and they can judge of our actions
with more certain conclusions as to the integrity of our motives. A sister or
brother can never, unless indeed such symptoms have been shewn early,
suspect the other of fraud or false dealing, when another friend, however
strongly he may be attached, may, in spite of himself, he[sic] invaded with
suspicion.” (180)
This passage, like so many passages in the long nineteenth-century novel, revolves
around the metaphor of the sibling. Elizabeth and Clerval are not Frankenstein’s
biological siblings but his cousin/foster-sister/wife and school-fellow, respectively.
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Frankenstein considers his ties to these individuals the most sacred bonds in his life.
For love of them, he renounces all future relationships, determined only to avenge
their deaths by killing “the being to whom I gave existence,” the monster that has
taken their lives (181). This passage begs a multitude of questions. What does it mean
to consider someone to be like a sibling, when one has no meaningful relationship
with one’s own biological siblings? What could make a sibling-like bond so desirable
that it negates the desire for any other bond, including the one Victor possesses with
his own offspring (for, technically, this is what the monster is)? Given that Elizabeth is
Frankenstein’s wife, why does he frame their relationship only as sibling-like, and
hold his brother-like bond with Clerval up as a relationship of equal value?
These questions are compounded when one considers that the longing for a
brother-like connection frames Frankenstein’s entire narrative. Although Walton has a
biological sister to whom he is writing, he begins and ends his correspondence
lamenting of his longing for “a friend” who could be “the brother of [his] heart” (9,
15, 180). I would posit that the “ardent and craving” desire for “love and fellowship”
is a longing for the sibling-like love that consumes Frankenstein, the creature, and
Walton (189).
But what is sibling-like love? I argue that the sibling-like is, first and foremost,
a distinct relational category. When Frankenstein upholds Clerval as the most
important man in his life, he uses the metaphor of the sibling to explain the intimacy,
loyalty, and superiority of their bond. And yet, Frankenstein has biological brothers of
his own, whom he deems less worthy than Clerval (Shelley 21). The metaphor of the
sibling is different from the biological or legal sibling. The metaphor is not bound by
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biological or legal definitions. It is ambiguous, moving fluidly between categories,
challenging the boundaries of family and self. It is also ambivalent. It invokes the
desirable traits of idealized biological or legal sibling bonds and sets aside the
biological, legal, and emotional limitations of those same bonds. Paying attention to
how this metaphor is deployed in novels throughout the long nineteenth century offers
new insights into how Victorian relational dynamics, particularly those related to
marriage, gender, and family, may have been more complex than our twenty-firstcentury discourse has so far appreciated.
In order to understand what the sibling-like signals, it is important to first
understand how the sibling was legally defined, emotionally understood, and
culturally imagined in the long nineteenth century. This is no easy task. In Thicker
than Water, Leonore Davidoff begins to describe the ubiquity and complexity of
sibling relationships in the period: “With few exceptions, until the third quarter of the
nineteenth century unrestricted childbirth was the regime for the majority of the
population” (79). As a result, having and being a sibling was a pivotal part of family
life for a large portion of the population. Of course, what it meant to have and to be a
sibling differed widely from one class to the next, from one family to the next, and
even from one sibling to the next. As Davidoff puts it: “A family of parents and two
children already implies eight possible lines of interaction. With parents and ten
children this reaches a possible 4,093 relationships, almost beyond the imagination of
our one-to-three child contemporary experience” (90). And this is only accounting for
biological relationships. Behlmer notes that “[l]egal adoption - the process by which
parental rights and responsibilities become fully transferable- was not possible in
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England until 1926” (272). Nevertheless, “step- and half-siblings, [as well as]
illegitimate offspring were often informally recognized,” playing an important role in
the experience of siblinghood (Davidoff 84).
Even taking such “informal” sibling bonds into account, this familial
complexity only refers to what Mary Jean Corbett in Family Likeness terms the “first
family,” an initial set of parents and their offspring. Once the siblings within the first
family began to marry, the number of siblings increased again. This is because during
the nineteenth century siblinghood was legally and culturally considered to be an
achievable relationship:1
That an in-law could become “exactly like” a “real” sister or a brother,
however, helps especially to demonstrate the broader parameters of ‘the
family’ in the early nineteenth century. Proximity, association, and habits of
language and thought produce not only first families, which may encompass
birth, adoptive, and fostered siblings, but also second families, of which
siblings by marriage form an integral part, in a far less narrowly nuclear sense
of ‘family’ than our contemporary usage denominates. (60)
In short, the sibling of the long nineteenth century was a ubiquitous but somewhat
amorphous figure. In Sibling Logic, Stefani Engelstein helpfully invokes the
rhizomatic structure to emphasize the ways in which the pervasiveness and complexity
of sibling relationships challenge our attempts to neatly categorize family relations
into linear, hierarchal, discrete diagrams. Part of why the sibling and the idea of the
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In Novel Relations Ruth Perry points out that there were limitations to who could achieve siblinghood
through marriage that might seem quite arbitrary today: “Marriage between a pair of brothers and a
pair of sisters was not forbidden, however, because marriage only created kinship between the
married person and the relatives of his or her spouse, not between the relatives of the spouses” (120).

4

sibling fascinates me is because it is so messy. One of the driving questions of this
dissertation is why nineteenth-century literature so frequently invokes such a
complicated, contentious, and ambiguous relational dynamic as a way of making
meaning. Why not turn to some more easily definable term? Why not describe a suitor
as being like a cousin or a friend? I have discovered that the indefinability, the
flexibility, and the malleability of the sibling are its greatest strengths. It is because the
literal legal and biological sibling could mean and be and do so much that it became a
staple trope in the novel for reimagining how other relationships might work.
The sibling bond was particularly ambiguous when it came to issues of
gendering and expressing desire, and this ambiguity has proved extremely productive
in reimagining familial and marital dynamics in the novel. Stephanie Coontz argues in
Marriage, a History, that the Victorians “were revolutionizing marital ideals and
behaviors” but that their “hopes for love and intimacy were continually frustrated by
the rigidity of nineteenth-century gender roles” (177). In contrast, I argue that “the
rigidity of nineteenth-century gender roles” was continually frustrated by the gender
fluidity of the sibling bond, and that this, in turn, played a pivotal role in
revolutionizing marriage. As Davidoff notes, “It was among their immediate
companions, their siblings, that gender differentiation was earliest and most forcefully
imprinted” (121). At the same time, however, gendered treatment of children in terms
of clothing, hairstyle, education, and familial duties did not begin until age four or five
(Davidoff 65). Thus, the first several years of a child’s life were experienced as
gender-neutral or gender-fluid. Children’s impressions of gender neutrality or fluidity
among siblings would have been intensified by their physical isolation away from the
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gendered world of adults. In The Brother Sister Culture, Valerie Sanders confirms that
“[i]n the nineteenth century, gender was indeed ambiguous in young children” (131132). Even after children grew past the age of five and began to be distinguished by
their families according to gendered social and cultural practices, “family ideology
saw siblings of both sexes as being more like than unlike one another, even in looks”
(Sanders 81). This dissertation is directly inspired by this contradiction between
siblinghood as a child’s first experience of gender ambiguity and equality, on the one
hand, and siblinghood as the very measure by which siblings eventually differentiated
and defined their own gender, on the other. Victorian siblings knew intimately what it
meant to be exactly like their opposite-sex sibling. They also knew what it meant to be
of the opposite sex. In creating sibling-like characters, nineteenth-century novel
writers attempted to capture the liminal bond between brother and sister in order to
harness the instability that is at the heart of even the most heteronormative nineteenthcentury family.
Sanders argues, as do I, that Victorian writers were deeply aware of the
“inherent sameness within difference, with its concomitant difference within
sameness” and that they “used the brother-sister duality to open up their exploration of
the paradoxes between them” (133). In contrast to Sander’s dualistic framing of the
brother-sister bond, however, this dissertation asks what it means for categories that
are inherently gendered (brother and sister) to simultaneously evoke ideas of
genderfluidity. For Sanders the text ‘becomes a place of free play, where the
possibility of gender inversion can be entertained, and its implications followed
through” but, “[a]t the same time, the frustrations of rigid gender demarcations in the
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family and society are never forgotten” (133,134). In other words, when Sanders
observes a character acting like their opposite-sex sibling, her analysis of the situation
maintains a sharp distinction between the categories of brother and sister. The title of
one chapter in her book is, tellingly, “Changing Places: Siblings and CrossGendering.” If a sister acts like a brother, in Sanders’ analysis, she is temporarily
changing places with her sibling, but the “rigid gender demarcations” which uphold
those categories of brother and sister dictate that she must eventually return to her
original role as sister. She has crossed over a distinct gender line that will mark her as
displaced until she returns to her heteronormative role. This dissertation, on the other
hand, explores the possibility that when a sister acts like a brother she has not crossed
a discrete boundary, but instead exists in a fluid space between these categories. When
a sister acts like a brother “the frustrations of rigid gender demarcation” are never
forgotten, but they are challenged, and they can be meaningfully revised. A sister who
can act like a brother can change what it means to be a sister. Thus, while other critics
have noted that the early childhood of nineteenth-century siblings was androgynous,
they tend to read the gender distinctions of later life onto this time and space. This
dissertation, on the other hand, reads in the opposite direction, observing how the
gender fluidity of early siblinghood can help us better understand and appreciate how
siblinghood challenged the gender norms purported to define it.
In addition to gender, siblinghood also blurred the lines of romantic/incestuous
and platonic/innocent desire. According to Sanders, “[i]n nineteenth-century fiction
the strongest emotions are expressed for other members of the family, especially
brothers and sisters” (80). Letters between Victorian siblings young and old regularly
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display passionate language that would, by today’s standards, seem highly suspect.
Examples Sanders gives include “My own -”, “Your pussy cat”, and “a loving kiss
from my coral red lips” (Sanders 15). Such language reflected a deep emotional and
psychological bond between siblings, a bond that was echoed in memories and
actions, as well as words. As Davidoff puts it:
The deep, often non-verbal communication between siblings develops a sense
of having someone there who knows you in a fundamental way. For those with
a shared experience of growing up together it is possible to almost predict what
the other is likely to mean by what she or he says. Among many siblings there
is an emotional security and protection from an inner sense of being alone,
even if this is ratified and tested through competition, possibly open hostility,
as well as love and support. (44)
This bond often lasted and even intensified over a lifetime. Some siblings found their
sibling relationships so fulfilling that they felt little motivation to seek families of their
own, while others found that, wherever their adult lives took them, the sibling bond
remained an essential part of how they understood themselves (Davidoff 102, 328).
Davidoff describes the complexity and longevity of the sibling bond when she writes:
“[w]hether it was the disappearance of an adored lifelong companion or a hated rivalor more likely any mixture of these- losing a sibling in mature and old age represented
a loss of part of the past that only they and the other had shared […]it implied the
wiping out of memory, part of the known self, and a stripping down of the person who
remained” (328). This understanding of siblinghood as both contentious and loving,
often at the same time, is critical to how and why it is used metaphorically in
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nineteenth-century novels. Referencing the idea of siblinghood invoked a near
limitless range of emotions, behaviors, and loyalties against which readers could begin
to map the moral worth of characters and the quality of the relationships between
them. To reduce the invocation of siblinghood to a sexual dichotomy of incest-or-not
would be to ignore the rich complexity of sibling love. This bond was integral to
understandings of selfhood and, at its best, offered individuals a sense of belonging,
intimacy, confidence, and fulfillment, that they could expect to rely on throughout
their lives. By setting aside questions of incest, I explore what it is about siblinghood,
besides sexual availability, that made this bond a touchstone for how every other bond
might be measured and understood. Siblinghood emphasizes the ambiguity and
ambivalence of affective relations, challenging their definition, limits, and
possibilities.
The last aspect of siblinghood that I will touch on here is the all-important
issue of equality. As Davidoff succinctly puts it, “[f]rom the time of the early modern
revolution and the emergence of democratic ideas, brotherhood or fraternity has been
taken as the quintessentially egalitarian relationship (while ignoring male bias)” (39).
This emphasis on egalitarian fraternity was heightened at the end of the eighteenth
century with the French Revolution, when the brother became the symbolic antithesis
of paternal authority. As Lynn Hunt puts it in The Family Romance of the French
Revolution, “The killing of the political father enacted a ritual sacrifice and opened the
way to the band of brothers. Between 1792 and the middle of 1794, radical
iconography instantiated a new family romance of fraternity: brothers and sisters
appeared frequently in this iconographic outpouring” (53). The nineteenth century was
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thus saturated with the ideology of siblings as equal. And yet, as Davidoff mentions
and as Stefani Engelstein discusses at length, fraternity’s revolution of the political
family still strove to keep women on the margins, leaving them bereft of a meaningful
political identity. Of course, even setting aside the inherent male bias of fraternité,
siblings are not in reality “quintessentially egalitarian.” Siblings are older or younger,
legitimate or not, biological or foster, parental favorite or black sheep, etc. Many
Victorian plots are driven by the conflicts that arise between sisters who are not equal,
one being fallen, the other angelic, one being ugly, the other attractive, one being
married, the other an old maid.2 Other plots attempt to resolve the dilemma of what
happens to younger sons when older brothers squander their inheritance, or how to
deal with the presence of an illegitimate sibling. The drama of such plots arises
because siblings are not equal to one another, and this inequality can cause a great deal
of financial and/or emotional difficulty. Such plots speak to an inherit paradox in how
the sibling was represented in nineteenth-century literature. The sibling was
simultaneously upheld as the symbol of equality, even as it was openly acknowledged
that the lived experience of siblinghood starkly undercut this vision. It is the fission of
these opposing qualities of siblinghood which makes the metaphor of the sibling so
generative of meaning. The sibling somehow embodies opposing logics and, in so
doing, becomes a nexus for reimagining affective entanglements.

2

For more on this see Helena Michie’s Sororophobia: Difference Among Women in Literature and
Culture.
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Defining the Sibling-like
Having briefly touched on the key elements of what siblinghood was and
meant in nineteenth-century cultural and historical context, I now turn to defining how
it was used metaphorically in the long nineteenth-century novel to describe other
emotional, familial, and marital bonds. The sibling-like bond is, first and foremost,
distinct from the sibling bond. It is a literary trope that only becomes visible if we
pause to observe the metaphor as metaphor and the simile as a simile. This approach
builds on existing studies of nineteenth-century family and marriage because instead
of assuming that a sibling-like relationship can only function to describe some
gradient of an already definable relationship (legal, cultural, or biological
siblinghood), I contend that it can also mark a unique affective bond that challenges
these very categories. The sibling is a rich metaphor that has much to offer in terms of
how the novel challenged nineteenth-century readers to rethink family, desire, and
marriage. Consider, for example, Corbett’s discussion of the debates surrounding
marriage to a deceased wife’s sister. Corbett acknowledges that a sister-in-law is
“exactly like” a sister but is not biologically related. Almost immediately, however,
she moves from observing the simile to declaring that it signals a “more-thanmetaphorical” relationship:
For much of the nineteenth century, sisterhood or brotherhood was
conceived not only as a static relation fixed at and by birth but also as an
achieved and achievable state of relationship to others. Siblingship was not just
a legal or biological designation but also a more-than-metaphorical means of
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indicating proximity and connection that might both incite and prohibit
romantic and sexual attachments. (60-61)
In light of this historical context, it is easy to understand why many scholars3 read
sibling-like relationships as a kind of code for incest or relationships that approach
incest. Indeed, the debates surrounding marriage to the deceased wife’s sister, which
raged in England throughout the nineteenth century, were fueled by the understanding
of siblinghood as achievable. Individuals opposed to a man marrying his dead wife’s
sister believed that, through marriage and the one-flesh doctrine, a sister-in-law
became a sister and, as such, was sexually unavailable. A relationship between inlaws, from this perspective, was incestuous, even though marriage to a
consanguineous cousin was not, because there was no meaningful difference between
biological siblinghood and siblinghood achieved by the law (Corbett 60). While much
scholarly attention has been given to this “more-than-metaphorical” understanding of
siblinghood, there is much left to be unpacked if we pause to observe the
metaphorical. Unlike achievable siblinghood, metaphorical siblinghood remains
distinct from the biological bond. Those in favor of marriage to the deceased wife’s
sister also understood their sister-in-law as being like a sister, but they maintained that
this was distinct from a biological relationship. For this very reason, they considered
her to be an ideal spouse, not an incestuous one. On this side of the debate, the
argument was that the sister-in-law was often already a part of the household, caring
for her nieces and nephews, and similar to her sister in terms of taste and
temperament. Furthermore, there was no fear she was taking advantage of the husband

3

For additional studies of siblings that explore this perspective see Leila Silvana May, Ellen Pollak, and
Valerie Sanders.
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for financial gain. She was a safe, familiar, practical choice and, because she was not
biologically, but only metaphorically related, she was sexually available (Corbett 67).
In this dissertation, I observe characters in the novel who are coded as sibling-like.
Instead of jumping to a “more-than-metaphorical” reading, I pause to see what the
metaphorical makes possible. In the case of the marriage to a deceased wife’s sister
debates, it made marriage to a metaphorical sibling not only possible, but also highly
desirable.

A Note on Metaphor
In creating a sibling-like bond between characters, authors relied on their
reader’s understanding of what it meant to be a sibling. They also relied on their
reader’s ability to recall idealized traits of the sibling bond while holding at bay their
understanding of all the ways that legal and biological siblinghood could go very
wrong. This is especially the case when questions of incest arise. Corbett quotes from
a member of the House of Lords who entered into the marriage to a deceased wife’s
sister debate by arguing “It is a curious idea of incest to call it incest to marry an alien
in blood when it is not incest to marry a first cousin […] but are sisters-in-law sisters?
This is just what they are not” (67). In the same way, authors frequently invoked the
sibling-like trope in order to call to their readers’ attention many of the idealized
qualities of siblinghood while precisely and decisively setting aside the question of
actual legal or biological siblinghood. I am deeply indebted here to Susan Meyer’s
nuanced discussion in Imperialism at Home of how metaphorical language works. In
particular, the following passage is worth quoting at length:
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in responding to the metaphor ‘man is wolf,’ we only call into
consciousness the qualities of the wolf that it emphatically possesses (or is
mythically accorded in our culture) but that man may subtly possess. We may
think, for example, that the wolf is fierce, wild, predatory, self-protective,
uncivilized. But we are not so much thinking of the qualities of wolves as of
the qualities they have in common with men […] We do not think, for
example, that the wolf is a quadruped, reaches sexual maturity at two or three
years, bears four to fourteen young in one parturition. If such nonshared
qualities of the vehicle remain cognitively present as we make sense of a
metaphor, they do so only at the margins of consciousness. (22)
In the same way that the term “wolf” in the metaphor above invokes particular
qualities that wolves have in common with men while holding other more animalistic
qualities “on the margins of consciousness,” so too, the sibling-like bond invokes only
select traits of the sibling bond while keeping others at bay. Consider Frankenstein’s
assertion that Clerval is like a brother in the passage opening this introduction. Based
on the context of the passage, we know that Frankenstein means this as a positive
description. As Frankenstein elaborates, he highlights several traits that the long
nineteenth-century cultural imagination accorded to siblinghood. He cites friendship:
“the companions of our childhood,” familiarity over a long period of time: “they know
our infantine dispositions,” trust: “A brother or sister can never…suspect the other of
fraud or false dealing,” enjoyment, and similarities of “habit and association.” We also
know, right away, that Frankenstein does not mean Clerval is related by blood. Nor do
we think that he means Clerval is like Frankenstein’s biological brothers, in particular.
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In fact, Frankenstein tells Walton that he has biological brothers who “were
considerably younger” and that Clerval “compensated for this deficiency” (Shelley
21). Clerval is like some idealized version of what brotherhood could be, and that
Frankenstein is convinced he could find in no one else, including his biological
brothers. We also know that many biological siblings, both historically and in
literature, possess none of the characteristics Frankenstein credits Clerval with
possessing. There are siblings who are cruel to one another and siblings who cheat one
another out of an inheritance by squandering wealth or creating scandal for the family.
There are siblings who are away at sea or studying abroad or already married with
families of their own. Frankenstein certainly means something when he refers to
Clerval as his brother, and it is something that resonates deeply with Walton’s own
longings, but the ambiguity of the metaphor makes it unclear exactly what he means.
With the example “man is wolf” it may be quite obvious which qualities of the
wolf are shared with men, and therefore meant to be considered. It is less obvious
what the sibling and sibling-like character should share, which characteristics the
reader should assume and which they should set aside. This is why I find a study of
the sibling-like bond so intriguing; the ambiguity leaves a great deal of room for
intellectual and theoretical play. It challenges us to imagine all kinds of new
possibilities for and connections between affective bonds. The ambivalence of the
bond defies neat categorization. Meyer notes that the peripheral idea of the “nonshared
qualities” of the metaphor are what create the “aesthetic frisson— the pleasure of the
metaphor’s absence of logic” (22). When we study the ambivalence of the sibling-like
bond, we can better appreciate the categories and logics that were being upheld and
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critiqued, often (ironically) simultaneously. This understanding builds on Engelstein’s
discussion of the sibling as “an inextirpable, active fault line embedded within the
knowledge structures of modernity” (2). However, while Engelstein uses the sibling as
a rich metaphor for the ways we have tried to categorize and police the boundaries of
knowledge, I use this dissertation to ask what the metaphor, as a metaphor, made
possible in literary depictions of the family. In other words, for Engelstein, the
metaphor of the sibling is a lens through which she studies epistemology. For me, the
metaphor is the object of study, in itself. Throughout the long nineteenth century,
authors turned to sibling-like relationships as a means of questioning, critiquing,
reforming and condemning other relational dynamics.

Who Counts as Sibling-like?
There are several ways that eighteenth and nineteenth-century characters
qualify as being sibling-like. Once one begins looking for them, it becomes difficult to
find domestic novels in which they are not present. Characters are often explicitly
drafted into this category by other characters, who refer to them directly as “sister” or
“brother.” This is the case in Frances Burney’s Evelina, Wilkie Collins’ The Woman in
White, Charles Dickens’ Dombey and Son, and many, many more early novels.
Characters may also be considered sibling-like when they become part of the family
through a period of cohabitation. This is the case when Fanny Price resides in the
Bertram household and develops an intimate relationship with Edmund Bertram in
Mansfield Park. A character may also be considered “like family” to another
character’s family members, and thus become adopted into the sibling-like role. In
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Wives and Daughters, for example, Mrs. Hamely considers Molly Gibson to be like a
daughter, allowing for intimacy to develop between Molly and Mrs. Hamley’s
younger son, Roger. Many early novels also imply that characters act like siblings
when they take on responsibilities that a biological sibling would otherwise assume.
For example, in Pride and Prejudice, Mr. Darcy offers Elizabeth his services in
tracking down her younger sister, Lydia, who has scandalized the family by running
away with Wickham. In recovering Lydia and using his own funds to bribe Wickham
into a marriage that would minimize scandal for the other Bennet sisters, Darcy acts in
lieu of the elder brother that the Bennet sisters do not have.
Finally, while the sibling-like category is, importantly, a simile referring to
biological siblings and not an indication of relatedness, biological siblings may also
fall into this category. As I will discuss in Chapter Two, there are many novels in
which sisters act like brothers or brothers act like sisters. Sometimes a sister tries to
act like the brother she never had, as in Eliza Lynn Linton’s The Rebel of the Family
when Perdita Winstanley attempts to support her mother and four sisters by finding
work, or in Wilkie Collins’4 The Woman in White, when the mannish looking Marian
Halcombe attempts to protect her half-sister by entering into dangerous negotiations
with the nefarious Count Fosco. At other times, opposite-sex siblings share a
remarkable physical resemblance with one another, as do Mary and Tom in Charlotte
Young’s The Daisy Chain; some siblings possess an uncanny ability to pass for one
another, as do Diavolo and Angelica in Sarah Grand’s The Heavenly Twins. In each of
these cases, the characters are biologically related, but the texts also emphasize that

4

For more on how Marian performs the role of brother, see my article “Between Siblings: Performing
the Brother in Wilkie Collins’ The Woman in White and No Name.”
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they are like one another in ways that transcend the similarities normally assumed
between siblings. Though it was understood that brothers and sisters were, in general,
more alike than unlike one another, these novels test the boundaries and possibilities
of such similarities.
In the cases where a romantic suitor is marked as being like a brother (Edmund
Bertram, Roger Hamley, and Fitzwilliam Darcy), this is an indication to the reader that
he is a good marriage choice5. In Romance’s Rival, Talia Schaffer explains that the
familiar suitor became an important trope in the Victorian novel, designed “to make
courtship brotherly” (11). While the romantic suitor was an intriguing, passionate
option, the idea of marrying for romantic attraction was a relatively new cultural
practice, and one that the Victorian novel spent a great deal of time trying to make
peace with (3). While the sibling-like trope has much in common with the familiar
suitor that Schaffer describes, it differs in two important ways. First, while Schaffer is
interested in explaining why the desire for a familiar suitor is a reasonable choice, she
ultimately considers familiar marriage a compromise that is reasonable given “the
kinds of lives [Victorian women] were condemned to live” (10, emphasis mine). The
sibling-like suitor, though a type of the familiar suitor, is not a compromise, but an

5

There are, of course, exceptions and complications to these situations. In Charlotte Smith’s
Emmeline, the eponymous protagonist refuses the unwanted advances of her cousin, Lord Delamere,
by insisting that she “had rather the friendship of a sister for him than any wish to be his wife" (73).
Similarly, in The Small House at Allington, Isabella Dale refuses to marry her cousin Bernard Dale
despite much familial encouragement and persuasive financial incentives. She gives as her reason that
she has always regarded him “rather as a brother than as anything else” (Trollope).5 In such cases, it
seems as though the heroine is arguing that sibling-like attachment is incompatible with conjugal love.
However, in the cases listed above, both Delamere and Bernard prove themselves to be dangerous
suitors who view the heroine as an object to be won. Ultimately, they have more in common with
Schaffer’s romantic suitor. The heroine’s attempt to reform this suitor into a brother is an attempt to
mitigate the threat of their advances and garner a much-needed advocate.
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ideal choice. Because he is like, but not actually a sibling, he offers the protagonist the
best qualities of an ideal brother without concerns of incest.
Secondly, I am particularly interested in the ways that the sibling-like trope
invites us to move beyond the discussions of marriage plot that drive Schaffer’s
Romance’s Rival. In Chapters One and Three of this dissertation, I offer close readings
of Charlotte Smith’s Celestina, Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret, and
Charles Dickens’ Dombey and Son. Each of these novels ends in a heteronormative
marriage and, often, these marriages are understood as the defining moment towards
which the rest of the plot is driven. The sibling-like nature of these marriages,
however, suggests that they are merely another plot point towards achieving an
equally important relationship, a sibling-like bond. Chapter Two observes how
successful heteronormative marriages in The Daisy Chain and The Heavenly Twins
ironically depend upon gender fluidity between siblings. In both novels, siblings who
act like their opposite-sex siblings become more worthy suitors. Sharon Marcus argues
that “Victorian marriage plots depend on maintaining bonds of friendship between
women” (9). While many scholars read female friendship in opposition to
heterosexual marriage, Marcus reads female friendships as “the catalyst of the
marriage plot” (76, 79). Like female friendships, sibling-like bonds have so far been
misunderstood as something in opposition to marriage, as an incestuous bond that
must be reformed through outward exchange. In reality, the novel often portrays the
sibling-like bond as the motive for marriage. Marriage allows characters to secure
lasting relations with someone who either replaces an inadequate sibling or fills a gap
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in the character’s life, becoming the sibling they never had. Thus, while marriage is
still part of the story, it is often decentralized by equally important sibling-like bonds.
Chapter Four turns away from the marriage plot altogether in order to briefly
explore some colonial implications of the sibling-like character. The deeply fraught
relations between Catherine and Heathcliff in Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights and
between Jude and Sue in Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure tend to drive scholarly
discussion of siblinghood within these texts towards discussions of concerns about
incest. The sibling-like bond between characters is understood as the fateful flaw
which dooms the lovers to tragedy. Attention to the fact that these characters are not
biological siblings, but only like siblings, invites very different readings. It shifts focus
away from the lovers and brings to the forefront other sibling-like characters: the
sister-like character of Nelly Dean and the brother-like character of Little Father Time,
respectively. Both of these characters seem familiar, but it becomes apparent that they
are in fact strangers. Here, the sibling-like trope is used to explore the dark side of the
sibling-like bond, the possibility that someone who seems like a familiar is in fact a
stranger. The ambiguity of the sibling-like bond is used in this chapter to explore not
whether a suitor is too familiar, but whether someone referred to as a family member
is too strange.
In short, I take up Galvan and Michie’s challenge in Replotting Marriage “to
reintegrate tales of wedlock into diverse contexts” (4). Like them, I argue that singling
out the marriage plot as the lens by which we should understand and critique the rest
of a novel “privileges conclusion over the path towards it, dismissing the whole path
as thematically and discursively subordinate" (4). I find Engelstein’s invocation of the
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rhizome to be useful in reimagining the novel’s plot. When we focus on sibling and
sibling-like bonds in the novel, marriage plots either fall by the wayside or become so
revised that they critique and reform the patriarchal and heteronormative systems they
seem to uphold.

The Sibling-like Category in Action
I have structured this dissertation around three different ways of understanding
how the sibling metaphor works. It is important to understand that the metaphorical
sibling is not a static category, and that it performs different work depending on
whether the author is primarily invoking the ambiguity or the ambivalence of the
category, and to what end. For this reason, chapters are organized around three
common ways in which the sibling-like category is deployed: to mark the ambiguous
extent to which two characters are familiar with one another, to mark the ambivalent
interplay between relational categories that might otherwise seem distinct, and to mark
the ambiguous extent to which two characters who seem familiar to one another are, in
fact, still estranged. In each chapter, I offer a new way of looking at the hyphen in the
phrase “sibling-like” in order to ground the concept at hand in a concrete symbol.
Chapter One: “An Invincible Bar Between Us”: Celestina, the Sibling-like, and
the Fear of the Too-Familiar, offers a close reading of Charlotte Smith’s eighteenthcentury novel Celestina. In this work, Smith grapples with the ambiguity of the
sibling-like bond, particularly whether or not sibling-like lovers are too familiar.
Raised as foster siblings, Celestina and her lover, Willoughby, are sibling-like, but an
accusation that they are biologically related forces them to resolve whether or not their
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bond is incestuous. The mere possibility of incest is described as “an invincible bar
between” the lovers. By the novel’s end, Smith disambiguates the sibling-like lover
from the biological sibling, establishing that the sibling-category is free of any hint of
incest. In this chapter, we can think of the hyphen as an invincible bar between lovers
that Smith melds into an invincible bond that holds them together. The plot of
Celestina thus neatly literalizes one of the central tenets of this dissertation: that the
sibling-like bond is not a barometer of relatedness but a distinct, ideal category in its
own right.
Having established how the sibling-like bond can be understood as an
independent, ideal relational dynamic, Chapter Two: “A Genuine Boy”: How Siblinglike Characters Perform and Deconstruct Gender, moves to thinking about the
ambivalence, rather than the ambiguity, of the sibling-like bond. Specifically, the
sibling-like bond encourages us to reimagine the categories of brother and sister. In
Charlotte Yonge’s The Daisy Chain and Sarah Grand’s The Heavenly Twins, the
middle-class Victorian family unit depends on gender fluidity. Yonge and Grand have
dramatically different political agendas in these novels, with Yonge attempting to
garner support for the church, and Grand offering a passionate support for the New
Woman. And yet, both texts feature brothers and sisters who act like their opposite-sex
siblings and become better characters and better suitors for it. Successful
heteronormative marriages in both novels depend upon the gender fluidity of the
sibling-like bond and so invite their own critique. In this chapter, the hyphen can be
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thought of as a toggle between the seemingly oppositional categories of brother and
sister.6
Building on the logic established in Chapter Two, Chapter Three: Sibling-like
Marriage: A Special Case in the Familiar Marriage Plot, takes up Talia Schaffer’s
discussion of the familiar marriage plot in order to explore how the sibling-like suitor
functions as a unique sub-category within the familiar suitor trope. While a familiar
suitor is a safe alternative to the comparative dangers of the romantic suitor, the
sibling-like suitor is not a compromise. It draws ambivalently on what is good in the
sibling and the suitor and sets aside the less pleasant realities of what a negligent or
absent sibling could be. What is more, close readings of Charles Dickens’ Dombey
and Son and Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret reveal that, often,
marriage is not an end goal in itself, but rather a means to another end: securing
sibling-like bonds. The novels’ endings downplay the importance of the conjugal unit
and the potential for offspring, instead highlighting the creation and preservation of
horizontal bonds. Here the hyphen symbolizes a stitch, holding together the ideal traits
of the biological sibling and the romantic suitor, excluding the potentially negative
traits of each.
Chapter Four: Nelly Dean, Little Father Time, and the Dark Side of the
Sibling-like Bond, then returns to the ambiguity of the sibling-like bond, this time

6

Engelstein argues that “The sibling is […] an ambiguous entity-not self and yet not-quite-other” (3).
While I agree with Engelstein that the logic of the sibling invites us to consider the ambiguity of self, I
am particularly interested, in this chapter, in the ambivalence of the sibling-like. In other words, I am
interested in how characters in these novels attempt to use the permeability of boundaries in order to
reinforce those very boundaries. I am also interested in how institutions such as heteronormative
marriage, which ostensibly maintain distinct gender categories, ironically rely on gender fluidity.
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exploring the fear that a sibling-like character could, at any moment, unravel back into
the stranger. While Celestina is preoccupied with clarifying that the sibling-like is not
too familiar (i.e. biologically related), Wuthering Heights and Jude the Obscure
imagine the destructive potential of sibling-like characters who are not recognized as
strangers until it is too late. Here, the hyphen symbolizes a liminal space of
uncertainty; to what extent is the sibling-like not a sibling, and what are the
consequences of ignoring this distinction?
Through its ambiguity and ambivalence, the sibling-like bond moves between
and among seemingly distinct categories, challenging the very distinctions it relies on
to generate meaning. As a unique affective entanglement, the sibling-like bond can
offer the intimacy, companionship, and independence of an ideal, biological, sibling
bond without fear of incest, abandonment, or betrayal. It can also underscore the
possibility or fear that what seems familiar might only be a mask for violence and
revenge. It allows the twenty-first-century reader to appreciate the ways in which
novelists of the long nineteenth century were already challenging the notion of
separate spheres and appreciating the irony of a society built on a heteronormative
family unit that relied, at least in part, on genderfluidity. The sibling-like category
points to ways that our existing discourse surrounding Victorian siblings and suitors
may be limited by a dichotomous habit of thinking that has, so far, been too rigid to
grasp the full story and flexibility of Victorian relational dynamics.
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Chapter 1: “An Invincible Bar Between Us”: Celestina, the Sibling-like, and the
Fear of the Too-Familiar
Are we then, Celestina, are we related by blood? and is there an
invincible bar between us?
Charlotte Smith, Celestina

As previously mentioned, this project explores a pattern that evolves
throughout the nineteenth-century novel wherein characters, particularly suitors, are
repeatedly described as being like a sibling. In order to discover why characters are so
often described in this way, it is necessary to understand what this sibling-like coding
made possible for individual characters and for the authors throughout the novel’s
nineteenth-century development. This chapter turns to Charlotte Smith’s late
eighteenth-century novel, Celestina, which has so far received only limited critical
attention. The protagonists of this novel, Celestina and Willoughby, are foster siblings
who plan to be married, only to learn that they may be biologically related. The bulk
of the novel prolongs their suspense as Willoughby attempts to clarify whether or not
their relationship would be incestuous. Once it becomes clear that they are only like
siblings and not biologically related, the novel also makes it apparent that this siblinglike status is a great asset to the protagonists’ romantic relationship. This novel serves
as a useful starting point for this study because it allows me to explore how the
sibling-like relationship, when it is understood as a distinct relational dynamic, rather
than a biological relation, critiqued both biological and conjugal relationships at the
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turn of the nineteenth century. My critical reading of Celestina will establish the
sibling-like relationship as an emerging trope that elucidates the key elements of the
sibling-like bond’s appearance throughout the nineteenth-century novel. This chapter,
therefore, frames the chapters that follow. It allows me to establish the patterns and
possibilities of the sibling-like category that later novelists come to adopt and rework
in the Victorian period.
A great deal of literary scholarship discusses the historical and cultural changes
in the conceptions and structures of family and kinship that took place between the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. My intervention is to observe how, in the midst of
this upheaval, the sibling as metaphor becomes a significant literary trope that works
to underscore and undercut, complement and complicate, these larger issues. Celestina
marks a flashpoint in how sibling-like relationships are deployed in the novel. By the
late eighteenth century, the sibling-as-metaphor was no longer reducible to a marker of
purity or of incest. It had become a trope for navigating complex questions of desire
and belonging. It is thus important to imagine how the hyphen in the term “siblinglike” symbolizes the ambiguity and ambivalence of that simile.
I argue that in Celestina, the hyphen initially works to foreground the siblinglike bond as ambiguous; it is unclear whether or not Celestina and Willoughby are
related, and this doubt is the “invincible bar” that keeps the lovers apart (332). The
novel then works to meld the hyphen into an invincible bonding agent: one that
invokes the ambivalence, rather than ambiguity, of the sibling-like bond. In each
chapter that follows, I offer new ways of looking at the hyphen to facilitate an
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understanding of how the sibling-like is operating and the particular possibilities or
complications it invokes.
Charlotte Smith’s 1791 novel, Celestina, tells the story of two lovers who are
nearly driven apart by the fear that their sibling-like bond is, in fact, incestuous. The
novel’s namesake, Celestina, is adopted as a young girl by Mrs. Willoughby and
raised as a sister to Mrs. Willoughby’s two children, Matilda and George Willoughby.
After Mrs. Willoughby dies, Willoughby and Celestina profess their love for one
another and plan to marry. This decision is not made lightly; Willoughby has promised
his mother, on her deathbed, that he would marry his cousin, Miss Fitz-Hayman, in
order to save himself from financial ruin and to preserve the beloved family estate of
Alvestone that his father left heavily encumbered. Just before Celestina and
Willoughby’s wedding, Willoughby receives a false report that he and Celestina are
biologically related to one another as half- brother and sister. Though the report is
questionable, especially since, as we later learn, it comes from Miss Fitz-Hayman’s
mother, Lady Castlenorth, Willoughby feels obligated to investigate its veracity.
Willoughby is particularly troubled by this report because, before her death, Mrs.
Willoughby declared that there were “insuperable objections” to a marriage between
Willoughby and Celestina and muttered something indistinguishable about Celestina
on her deathbed (333). This seems to be circumstantial evidence in support of the false
report. Willoughby, therefore, immediately abandons Celestina without explanation,
determined to uncover the mystery of her birth and either confirm that their love is not
incestuous or resign himself to thinking of her only as a biological sister. Finding only
questionable gossip and more confusing scraps of circumstantial evidence that neither
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confirm nor deny their biological relationship, Willoughby finally writes to Celestina
to explain why he has abandoned her:
I have been wandering from place to place in search of information
which I cannot obtain, and, which obtained, would certainly render me
wretched, if indeed any wretchedness can be greater than that which in my
present state of miserable uncertainty it is my lot to suffer.
Are we then, Celestina, are we related by blood? and is there an
invincible bar between us? (332).

This is the all-consuming question of the novel: are these lovers, who have been raised
like siblings, in fact biological siblings, and so forbidden lovers? The ending clarifies
that they are not. Their relationship is cleared of all hints of incest and the lovers find
themselves sexually available to one another. Through a series of additional plot
twists, they are, furthermore, found to be socially and financially compatible, so that
nothing at all hinders their union. Importantly, though the bond is purged of the
possibility of incest, its sibling-like quality remains. Initially, this simile marks a
disturbing ambiguity, obscuring the extent to which the stranger, Celestina, is
biologically related. The hyphen initially symbolizes the “invincible bar” that holds
the lovers apart; the mere possibility that they are biologically related makes marriage
impossible. However, as the mystery surrounding Celestina’s birth is resolved, the
hyphen melds from a sign of separation to an invincible bonding agent. Invoking
ambivalence, rather than ambiguity, the sibling-like bond reminds the lovers of their
idyllic, childhood love, but holds aloft concerns of incest and examples of failed
biological siblings. In short, it is only by resolving the ambiguity of their bond, by
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defining the sibling and the sibling-like as distinct categories, that Celestina and
Willoughby can be together. It is because their bond falls into the latter category that
the reader knows they should be together.

A Unique Relational Dynamic
At the opening of Celestina, Celestina and Willoughby embrace their siblinglike relationship as a sign of their love and familiarity, and both see this relationship as
a strong foundation for marriage. It is only after they are engaged and plan to marry
that the question of incest arises, forcing the couple to acknowledge the ambiguity of
their relationship and resolve whether or not it is incestuous. This understanding of the
sibling-like bond as distinct from incest, rather than existing on a sliding scale of
familiarity that approaches incest, marks a critical shift in how incest narratives played
out in English literature. As Alan Richardson notes, early in the eighteenth century,
the incest narrative relied on the trope of biological siblings separated at birth and then
reunited and attracted by some innate law of nature. With the rise of the Romantic
period, emphasis instead shifted to “a shared childhood [and] experience that unites
the couple through countless mutual associations built up during the most idyllic stage
of life” (739). Richardson argues that this new emphasis on shared history, rather than
shared blood, is what enabled the rise in English Romantic poetry of sibling-like
couples: couples who are raised together in relationships that mirror the sibling bond
but are not technically incestuous. Ultimately, however, Richardson collapses
incestuous relationships and “brother-sister relationships that approach incest,”
arguing that, whether technically incestuous or not, such relationships are a futile
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attempt to “fuse incompatible modes of affection” (753). In distinction from
Richardson, I suggest here that Celestina invokes the sibling bond but challenges the
collapse between literal and metaphorical bonds that Richardson takes for granted.
Sibling-like affection in fact enriches romantic attraction by reforming it to better
reflect the intimacy, security, and equality of an idealized sibling bond.
The relationship between Celestina and Willoughby mirrors a sibling bond in
many ways. Celestina is nominally adopted into the family, she and Willoughby refer
to each other as brother and sister, and both, to greater and lesser extents, perform the
role of dutiful sibling to the other. Far from being incompatible with their romantic
love, the text makes this sibling-like bond the foundation of their attraction. It is,
furthermore, Celestina’s longing for Willoughby’s fraternal affection which keeps her
true to Willoughby throughout the novel, even as she receives false reports that
Willoughby is engaged to marry Miss Fitz-Hayman. Willoughby, in turn, never
marries Miss Fitz-Hayman, though he comes very close, because he cannot bear the
idea of making her the mistress of Alvestone, the place “where he had wandered with
Celestina, that turf, where he had ran by her side when she was learning to ride, and
where they used to walk arm in arm together” (413). Although Miss Fitz-Hayman’s
wealth would enable Willoughby to preserve ownership of the physical estate, her
presence would mar the sentimental value built up over years of shared memory
making between Willoughby and Celestina. Both Willoughby and Celestina are true to
each other for the sake of the sibling-like bond they once had, even when they have no
other reason to be faithful as future spouses. The text affirms that, far from being
incompatible modes of affection, sibling-like and romantic bonds can be mutually
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strengthening. While biological siblinghood is incompatible with romantic love,
sibling-like love is what holds the lovers together when all else seems lost. It is what
enables Willoughby and Celestina to marry.

Two Sisters “Who Seemed Equally Dear”
Before establishing how the sibling-like relationship supports romantic love, I
will first explain how the relationship between Celestina and Willoughby is like a
sibling bond and, perhaps more importantly, how it is different. Celestina is marked as
being like a sibling first and foremost through her relationship to Willoughby’s sister.
As young children, Matilda and Celestina become “playfellows” in the convent where
Celestina is raised and where Matilda is temporarily educated (Smith 55). As Mrs.
Willoughby visits her own daughter, she witnesses the “fondness” between the two
girls and quickly becomes “as anxious to see [Celestina] every day as she was to see
her own child” (55). Upon learning that Celestina has been abandoned to the convent
under much secrecy and without friends, family, or money, Mrs. Willoughby feels for
Celestina “an interest little short of what she felt for Matilda herself” (57). She decides
to adopt Celestina, “who was from that hour put on an equal footing with her own
daughter, and whom she seemed as tenderly to love,” and equally terms Matilda and
Celestina “her two girls” (58). Initially, then, Celestina is like a sister to Willoughby
insofar as Mrs. Willoughby loves her, cares for her, and treats her as she does
Willoughby’s biological sister.
Importantly, though we are told that Mrs. Willoughby raises the girls together
as equals, there is no indication that Matilda welcomes this addition to the family.
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There are no scenes of the girls playing or talking together, and no mention that
Matilda’s childhood “fondness” grows into a sisterly love. On the contrary, when
Matilda later recalls the story of Celestina’s adoption into the family, she does so as a
performance of kindness that is carefully calculated to emphasize her generosity in
maintaining Celestina:
[Celestina] felt herself dwindling fast into the humiliating character of a
dependent companion, and sometimes fancied that her place in the coach7
might have been occupied by another more to the satisfaction of her friend: yet
Mrs. Molyneux was never rude to her; and sometimes related (with apparent
kindness) how her mother had adopted her from a convent, and that therefore
she ever should consider her as her sister. Celestina always felt herself more
mortified than gratified by these relations; and by degrees they became so
irksome to her, and the whole style of conversation among Matilda’s friends so
little to her taste, that she insensibly acquired an habit of absenting herself. (77)
Though Matilda is not rude, her kindness is only “apparent.” Matilda uses the story of
adoption ostensibly to declare that she will always consider Celestina her sister. She
makes it clear, however, that this appellation is a metaphor for Matilda’s generosity,
not Celestina’s genuine inclusion in the family. Thus, while Matilda may be the
original link by which Willoughby and Celestina’s sibling-like bond is forged, she

7

Here, Celestina is accompanying Matilda on her honeymoon journey. As Helena Michie discusses in
Victorian Honeymoons, in the nineteenth century, newly married couples began to leave family
behind, as the honeymoon became “a period of negotiation between past and present, the familial
and the conjugal” (57). Celestina’s inclusion in Matilda’s honeymoon would have been common in the
eighteenth century, but, interestingly, it seems to be a period of familial negotiation for Celestina. Her
attendance marks her as a member of Matilda’s family, while her discomfort in Matilda’s presence
marks her as other.
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never embraces this bond herself, except insofar as it amuses her to appear as
Celestina’s benefactress. Matilda employs the term “sister” in order to emphasize
distance between the young women, rather than to mark familiarity.
Willoughby, on the other hand, applies the metaphor to Celestina in order to
emphasize her acceptance into the family, and to affirm his particular regard for her.
The text records Willoughby’s youthful affection for Celestina in the following words:
“there were Matilda and Celestina, his two sisters, as he always called them, who
seemed equally dear to him” (61). Willoughby uses the term sincerely, but there is still
irony. While the text gives ample reasons for Celestina to be “dear” to Willoughby,
there is equal evidence that Matilda is anything but dear to Willoughby. Matilda fails
spectacularly in caring for their dying mother, preferring social amusement to
domestic duties, and there is no evidence that Matilda and Willoughby have a
relationship of their own (62). We are told they spent most of their youth apart:
“Willoughby pursuing very regularly his studies at Cambridge; Matilda pursuing as
regularly every amusement that offered itself” (62). In fact, the first detailed
description the narrator gives regarding the sibling bond between Matilda and
Willoughby is one that represents it primarily as a financial burden. When Mrs.
Willoughby finally accepts that her death is inevitable, she informs Willoughby:
that his father, towards the latter end of his life, had mortgaged above a third of
his property for nearly its value; that what remained was not only encumbered
by heavy debts, which were to be discharged out of it, but had a charge of
twelve hundred a year, his mother’s jointure, and was to pay his sister ten
thousand pounds, with interest until she married- burdens which so diminished
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the income, as to make it impossible to save anything during his minority, and
left him no prospect of ever enjoying his paternal estate unembarrassed, but by
an opulent marriage. (63)
The bond between biological siblings is laid out in this passage as a “burden” which
threatens Willoughby’s financial and emotional well-being. He has “no prospect” for
material wealth unless he prioritizes material wealth over sentimental companionship
in his search for a spouse. As long as his sister remains single, she is a drain on
Willoughby’s finances and an impediment to his freedom to marry. Willoughby is
devastated by this news, “which seemed to destroy for ever all his favorite hopes”
(63). These “favorite hopes” are, of course, to marry Celestina. This passage
highlights that, although Willoughby turns to the metaphor of the sister to emphasize
his intimacy with Celestina, he understands the sibling-like bond to be a unique
relational dynamic, very different from the one he shares with his biological sister.
Though the two sisters “seem equally dear,” the biological relationship inherently pits
Willoughby and Matilda against one another, as competitors for limited resources. The
metaphorical relationship, in contrast, frames Willoughby and Celestina as members
of an intimate relationship that is enriched by shared memories of childhood and free
of financial competition.
Ironically, Willoughby’s obligations to his biological sister, and not the
sibling-like quality of his relationship to Celestina, are what initially dash his marital
hopes. Willoughby takes for granted that, as a foundling, Celestina is unlike a sister in
the all-important regard of biological connection. He assumes she is sexually
available. It is Celestina’s lack of financial resources that is problematic. Marriage to
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her requires Willoughby either to sacrifice the paternal estate, or to renege on his
financial obligations to his sister, perhaps both. Either decision would damage
Matilda’s social standing and Willoughby’s own reputation. Failure to meet his
financial obligations to his sister, however burdensome they may be, would instantly
mark Willoughby as morally deficient. As Ruth Perry explains in Novel Relations:
Brotherly love became a moral litmus test in eighteenth-century fiction,
because although not required by law, it had the weight of custom as well as
necessity behind it. A family obligation from an earlier era, increasingly
honored more in the breach than in the observance, brotherly love came to be a
conventional ideal in fiction as it was eroded in life by competing demands of
conjugal families and the cash requirements of the new economy. (144)
For Willoughby to marry the penniless Celestina, rather than the heiress cousin who
could save him and his sister from financial embarrassment, would instantly mark him
as a selfish character. Indeed, the text’s persistent references to Willoughby’s love for
his biological sister despite ample evidence of her selfishness and neglect place a
particular emphasis on the high quality of Willoughby’s brotherly love. Willoughby
cannot be both a good brother to Matilda and a worthy suitor of Celestina. To court
Celestina would be to tarnish his reputation of brotherly love and consequently, his
character. Thus, even before the question of incest arises, biological sisterhood is a
seemingly invincible bar between Celestina and Willoughby. It is, however,
Willoughby’s biological tie with Matilda that is in their way.
When Mrs. Willoughby begins to suspect that Willoughby’s devastation
regarding the family’s finances is related to a romantic attraction to Celestina, she
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admonishes him: “surely you are not imprudent enough to entertain an idea of her
otherwise than as a sister” (65). For a large portion of the novel, Mrs. Willoughby’s
motives for this declaration remain unclear. Both Willoughby and the reader are
unsure whether her concern is that Celestina is poor or that she is biologically related.
By the end of the novel, it is clear that Mrs. Willoughby never had an affair and that
she is not Celestina’s mother. Thus, in retrospect, it is not Celestina’s biological
connection to Willoughby, but her lack thereof, that Mrs. Willoughby fears. As a wife,
Celestina would prevent Willoughby from rectifying his family’s fortunes. As an
adopted sister, Celestina cannot threaten the financial wellbeing of the family. It is the
extent to which Celestina is not related to Willoughby, the inferiority of her social and
economic position, that Mrs. Willoughby finds an invincible bar to their union.
After Mrs. Willoughby dies, Willoughby is tormented by his romantic love for
Celestina, on the one hand, and the knowledge that he has promised his mother he will
marry his cousin Miss Fitz-Hayman in order to save Alvestone, on the other. Celestina
does not know of Willoughby’s romantic love for her, and therefore misinterprets his
coldness towards her as an indication that, with the death of a mutually beloved
parent, their sibling-like bond is severed. Celestina is deeply hurt by this loss:
“I have lost a mother- and a brother too- Yes! I have lost all!”
“Pardon me, Miss de Mornay,” replied Willoughby, “I meant not to
distress you…and….”
“Miss de Mornay!” repeated Celestina, again interrupting him- “Miss
de Mornay and Madam. Ah! Mr. Willoughby! those appellations of distant
civility convince me that I have no longer a friend- a brother….” (72)
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The metaphor of the sibling is used by Celestina as a sign of intimacy and former
affection. Celestina is offended by Willoughby’s formal address of “Miss” and
“Madam,” which she terms a “distant civility,” indicating that the sibling metaphor
was once a usual, mutual form of address. In losing Willoughby as a brother, Celestina
claims to have “lost all.” This emphasizes that she and Matilda do not share this
sibling-like bond, though they grew up in similar circumstances. The claim to
siblinghood is no longer the result of a mutual connection to Matilda. It is a bond
between Willoughby and Celestina in its own right. Though it might seem that
Willoughby resists the metaphor because he longs to recast their love within a
romantic context, it quickly becomes apparent that the opposite is true. Willoughby
resists acknowledging Celestina as his sister because to do so would open the
floodgates of his love, would tempt him to recall all their former intimacy, and would
cause him to renege on his promise to his mother to marry Miss Fitz-Hayman. At this
point then, Willoughby and Celestina still take for granted that the sibling metaphor
marks the love and intimacy of an ideal biological sibling bond. They also understand
that a biological sibling bond between them is prohibitive of marriage. Because their
bond is only sibling-like, the only relationship impeding their union is Willoughby’s
biological bond with Matilda.
Attempting to remain faithful to his promise to his mother and to do right by
Matilda, Willoughby offers Celestina her inheritance a second time8 and Celestina
again rejects it. She insists that the money is worthless if he cannot act in his former

8

In her introduction to the 2004 edition, Loraine Fletcher notes that the sum Mrs. Willoughby
bequeaths to Celestina, £1,800, “enables [Celestina] to live independently on the annual interest of
her capital, though not in the comfort or with the status she has enjoyed in the Willoughby
household” (72).
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capacity as her brother and keep it for her: “What can I do with them? I, who am a
minor, a stranger, an orphan; who have no relation, no guardian- no friend!...I did
indeed hope […] that you, Sir, would have the goodness to keep it for me till….” (72).
Here, as Celestina recalls her position as a “stranger,” and “orphan,” with “no relation,
no guardian, no friend,” she employs the sibling metaphor ambivalently; in stressing
that Willoughby is her brother, she hopes to call to mind his love and concern for her.
At the same time, she points out that she has, in fact, no biological or legal relation on
whom she can depend. Celestina hopes to impress upon Willoughby that if he does not
act as her brother, no one will. As Celestina becomes increasingly distraught,
Willoughby finds it more difficult to check his own emotions. He slips into the
familiar language: “my dear Miss de Mornay,” and then, “dear Celestina” (72).
Celestina immediately interjects:
“Ah! Willoughby, I have seen for many, many months, that I am no longer
your once dear sister Celestina. Call me Madam and Miss de Mornay, as you
did just now, regard is gone! Well Sir! since, for reasons which perhaps I ought
not to penetrate, it is no longer in your power to act by me as a brother and a
friend, I will no farther intrude on your kindness.” (72-73)
Again, the term “sister” is used ambivalently, marking at once that Willoughby was
only acting in the capacity of brother, but also that this role was previously performed
with genuine care and concern. Though Willoughby is still attempting to act as a
brother insofar as he is fulfilling his financial obligation to his foster sister, Celestina
accuses this performance of lacking the sincerity and sentiment that it once included.
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Before Willoughby leaves, he cannot keep himself from communicating,
though indirectly, that the sibling-like bond Celestina recalls is still intact. He insists
that “my heart can never be indifferent to the welfare- to the happiness of my sister
Celestina” (73). Though at this point in the novel he intends to sacrifice his personal
happiness and marry Miss Fitz-Hayman for the sake of his paternal estate, he remains
loyal to Celestina as his sister. Rather than writing her off as an impossible suitor, he
attempts to maintain their sibling-like connection. Celestina follows his example.
Though her reflections admit a faint hope that Willoughby was romantically attached
to her, she resolves “Let me, while he does stay, convince him that he may, without
prejudice to his views in regard to Miss Fitz-Hayman, still treat me and consider me as
his sister, and that I never thought of being looked upon otherwise, which surely he
must have fancied, or he would not behave to me as he does” (73-74). With this
resolve, Celestina sets aside any romantic interest she might have felt for Willoughby,
not because she believes it to be incompatible with sibling-like affection, but because
she prioritizes maintaining sibling-like affection over potential romantic attraction.
This exemplifies a common use of the sibling-like bond to destabilize heteronormative
marriage. The sibling-like bond challenges heteronormative marriage, not because it
would corrupt an otherwise pure union, but because it is a rival relationship.
Throughout Celestina and many of the novels discussed in this dissertation, the
sibling-like bond becomes just as coveted by characters as romantic connection. Even
in novels commonly taken for granted as marriage-plot novels, it is often the case that
the marriage which seems to be the culmination of the plot is in fact only a way for
characters to satisfy longings that run deeper than romantic attraction, and to resolve
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other plot problems (loneliness, lack of agency, family rifts) that have so far been
under-examined. For Celestina, as for many of the protagonists discussed in this
dissertation, marriage to the sibling-like suitor is less about “making courtship
brotherly” than it is about using marriage to secure the brother one never had (Schaffer
11).
Romantic marriage is not the only relationship which the sibling-like bond
decentralizes. Ironically, although the sibling-like bond is a direct invocation of the
biological and/or legal sibling bond, it also puts a great deal of pressure on what it
means to be a good biological sibling. The extended scenes of sibling-like devotion
between Willoughby and Celestina are repeatedly juxtaposed against the hollowness
of the biological bond between Willoughby and Matilda. When Willoughby informs
Matilda that he will only attend her upcoming wedding long enough to give her away
and then immediately return to business, neither sibling is at all concerned:
his pleasures and hers differed so greatly, and their tempers and
pursuits were so opposite, that no sympathy had for some years existed
between them; though on the part of Willoughby there was always great
affection for her; and on hers, as much regard for her brother as it was her
nature to feel for any body. The difference of sentiment and inclination
however had insensibly so far estranged them from each other, that the
company of Willoughby was oftener a restraint than a pleasure to his sister,
and therefore as he felt little regret in losing it, she thought not much about his
motives for depriving her of it. (74)

40

While the sibling metaphor invokes for Celestina and Willoughby “days of innocent
confidence and ingenuous tenderness,” the biological sibling bond between
Willoughby and Matilda is void of sympathy and mutual affection (75). Both
Willoughby and Celestina have a failed relationship with Matilda. They understand
that sibling bonds can be unfulfilling, lacking in mutual affection, and negatively
influenced by social and economic pressures. Despite this knowledge, they repeatedly
refer to one another as “brother” and “sister” in order to mark the intimacy, affection,
and devotion of their bond. The term marks everything ideal about the biological
sibling bond, everything that a sibling bond with Matilda lacks. In the first three
chapters, then, Celestina establishes the sibling-like bond as unique from and
preferable to the biological sibling bond. As the novel continues, it becomes apparent
that this bond also inspires and strengthens their romantic attraction. Yet, again, this is
not to say that the romantic attraction becomes tantamount. While the sibling-like
bond between Celestina and Willoughby is compatible with romantic attraction
because it is decidedly separate from biological connection, it is equally important to
note that the sibling-like bond is of equal, if not greater, importance to their romantic
attraction. Part of why they love each other as passionately and devotedly as they do is
because each fulfills for the other the sibling relationship they are lacking. Celestina,
as a foundling, has no biological brother and Willoughby, with only the avaricious
Matilda to call sister, is equally in need of the emotional fulfillment a sibling bond
could supply. In fact, the plot’s elongated deferral of Celestina and Willoughby’s
union is devoted, not to whetting their romantic fervor, but to schooling Willoughby in
how to appreciate the sibling-like quality of their bond.
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Declarations of Love
The importance of the sibling-like bond to Willoughby and Celestina’s
marriage is prefigured in the language they use the first time they admit of their
romantic attraction. At this point in the novel, Celestina has been living with Matilda,
now Lady Molyneux, and begun to feel herself an unwelcome burden. When
Willoughby appears and continues to treat her with the distant formality of their
previous encounter, she resolves to leave and live the modest, independent life her
inheritance allows. Willoughby encounters her as she prepares to head to the city and
asks about her plans. Celestina replies bitterly: “in those days of fortunate illusion you
certainly would have made no such enquiry as the present, because I should then have
done nothing of which you would not have known the motive, nor have taken any
measure without the concurrence of my brother and friend; but as you told me
yourself- would I could forget it!- that it is no longer in your power to retain those
characters towards me, I am learning to forget that I ever was so happy” (96-97).
Again, Celestina adopts the metaphor of the sibling in order to recall to Willoughby
the perfect confidence and openness they once shared, a confidence that does not exist
between Willoughby and Matilda. When Willoughby attempts to protest against
Celestina’s accusations of abandonment she asks him, point blank, “Did we part like
friends? like brother and sister?” (97). Willoughby acknowledges that they did not,
and then, “His resolution forsook him at once, and his long stifled affection burst
through all the restraints he determined to lay on it. ‘Oh! Celestina!’ continued he,
“you whom I loved before I knew what it was to love! You whom I now adore with a
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passion too strong for my reason! Do not, I beseech you, aggravate my sufferings!’”
(97). The scene continues:
His agitation now became too violent: he seized the hand of Celestina, and
fervently kissed it, while her own sensations were such as no language can
describe […]But this delirium lasted but a moment: her reason, her genuine
affection for him, told her, that to indulge this tenderness was injurious to him,
and she determined to show that she could sacrifice herself to his advantage,
and that contented with his brotherly attachment, she could resign him to the
fortunate Miss Fits-Hayman. (97)
Celestina’s self-sacrifice, her willingness to forfeit Willoughby as a suitor, is attributed
to her “genuine affection” for Willoughby and her contentment with “brotherly
attachment” to him. She is willing to set aside her claims to romantic attachment for
the sake of their sibling-like bond. The generosity of this decision is augmented by
how much Celestina would have to gain by marrying Willoughby. As an orphan of
unknown origins with only the modest inheritance from Mrs. Willoughby to her name,
Celestina is sacrificing social and financial security for a life of social obscurity and
relative poverty. Even given Willoughby’s financial insecurity, his position and
relative wealth make marriage to him a far better marital option than she is likely to
find elsewhere. Matilda’s biological connection to Willoughby limits her perspective;
she sees him at once as a competitor for limited inherited resources and as a pawn
which should work, primarily through marriage to an heiress, to further secure and
increase her own social and financial status. From her sister-like vantage point,
Celestina feels no such claims on Willoughby’s finances. Her perspective offers
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enough distance for her to prioritize Willoughby’s financial wellbeing, even at her
own material cost.
Importantly, Willoughby is unable to meet Celestina with equal generosity.
Consumed with romantic passion, he quickly allows the desire for conjugal connection
to overshadow all else. Willoughby decides to renounce his promise to his mother and
fulfill his romantic desire for Celestina by marrying her but, before their marriage
takes place, he receives the anonymous letter that Celestina is his biological sister.
Stricken with horror at the thought of marrying his biological sister, he immediately
abandons Celestina, “never to return till I had the most thorough conviction that you
were not the daughter of my mother, or till I could learn to consider you, if it were soonly as a beloved sister” (323). Willoughby clearly believes that a biological sibling
bond with Celestina is undesirable and inferior to the conjugal bond. When it served as
a metaphor for their intimacy, siblinghood was embraced by Willoughby as the
language of love. When literalized, however, it becomes an obstacle to which he might
become accustomed only with the greatest of difficulty. In light of this information,
Celestina, on the other hand, resolves “whatever it cost her, never to meet him but as
his sister” until the issue is resolved (334). The narrator further explains, “With so
much purity did she love him, that she felt, that were he happy with another, and his
esteem and tenderness for her undiminished, she could be content through life to find
her felicity in witnessing his” (334). That is, once again, Celestina is able to set aside a
romantic, conjugal bond with Willoughby, and even support his marriage to someone
else, as long as she is able to maintain his brotherly “esteem and tenderness.” Even
later in the novel, when Willoughby’s abandonment has persisted and it seems he has
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decided to move forward with his marriage to Miss Fitz-Hayman without a word of
explanation, Celestina still maintains, “If I could once see him, hear him talk to me in
friendly calmness, and tell me that he felt for me fraternal affection, or even the regard
of a long acquaintance, even what his mother’s ward might claim from him, I think I
should be comparatively happy” (427). Celestina clings to the sibling-like as a
desirable, fulfilling bond. The reader understands that her assertions here are an
attempt to curb her romantic longing. Nevertheless, they reveal that the sibling-like
bond has great value. Willoughby’s sibling-like love could ease her deep loneliness. It
could make his romantic rejection more palatable. And, though Celestina would not
admit it to herself, the reader can also see how the sibling-like bond allows Celestina
to preserve the fantasy of a romantic relationship, the hope that romantic feelings
might one day be rekindled. She is able to imagine herself happy for Willoughby only
as long as she can preserve his sibling-like affection.
In contrast to Celestina’s generosity, Willoughby refuses to accept what
initially seems to him to be a compromised relationship. Forced to choose between
siblinghood and marriage, he chooses marriage, or nothing. Throughout the novel,
when false rumors reach him that Celestina is being courted by others, he is consumed
with jealousy and rage: “As a lover, he could himself no longer interfere; as her
relation, he could not bear to consider himself”; “he had no right to prevent it, unless
by urging a claim as her relation, from which his soul recoiled”; “He never could learn
to consider Celestina as related to him by blood” (361, 370, 440-41). The bond of
fraternal affection to which Celestina returns again and again for hope and comfort
becomes, for Willoughby, an unbearable, revolting compromise of his conjugal love.
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In Sisterly Subjects, Katrina Clifford argues that “a great part of [Willoughby’s]
inability to regard Celestina as his sister comes from a desire for permanent ownership
of her. As a sister, Willoughby may have some say over how she lives her life, and
some responsibility for her, but she cannot belong to him more than temporarily”
(142). Clifford concludes that, because Willoughby is ultimately successful in
securing Celestina as a wife, rather than a sister, the “structures of patriarchy in
England remain untouched” (156). As she explains, “[w]hen Willoughby denies
Celestina her sisterhood, then, seeing value only in a conjugal relationship, his
decision resonates with a desire to keep her in her domestic place, rather than granting
her a political identity of her own, and the independence which would go with a place
in a fraternal society” (149). While I agree that Willoughby does deny Celestina her
biological sisterhood, I contend that he learns to value her sister-like love above all
else.
Memories of Willoughby’s shared youth with Celestina are what prevent him
from marrying Miss Fitz-Hayman: “And without [Celestina]. What would Alvestone
be but a place where every spot would be haunted by melancholy images of departed
happiness? How little the indulgence of these painful contemplations would be
interrupted, or put to an end, by any satisfaction he could derive from the conversation
of Miss Fitz-Hayman, his sick and reluctant heart too plainly told him” (413). Thus,
when, at the end of the novel Willoughby and Celestina marry, the structures of
patriarchy are touched in critically important ways. The sibling-like nature of their
bond places greater value on sentiment, shared memories, and companionate love,
than on the physical estate. What is more, the sibling-like bond enables a more
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comprehensive preservation of the estate. Marriage to Celestina allows Willoughby to
maintain legal ownership of his property, regain material wealth, and preserve the
emotional value with which Alvestone is imbued.

Defining the Sibling along Consanguineous and Conjugal Axes9
Smith establishes the sibling-like bond as a reform of, rather than a return to,
patriarchal order by juxtaposing it against other biological sibling relationships of the
novel, across class lines. The novel is loaded with additional plots in which some
brothers and sisters, operating along the consanguineal axis, support each other at
great personal cost while others, adhering to the conjugal axis, unabashedly abandon
each other for financial gain. Ultimately, the sibling-like bond emerges as an ideal
nexus between these two axes. Willoughby’s quest to purge the sibling-like of any real
biological connection makes marriage possible. This marriage is preferable to a
biological sibling bond because, as Celestina’s husband, he has a lifetime to protect
and provide for her. As a brother, this responsibility would eventually be usurped by
her husband. At the same time, however, Willoughby must learn to appreciate the
difference between purging the relationship of a hint of incest and purging it of the
sibling-like altogether. Though, for much of the novel, Willoughby pursues a conjugal
relationship with Celestina to the exclusion of any other bond, it becomes apparent by

9
Clifford makes the helpful distinction between “two types of familial structure- one based on
consanguinity, and one on conjugality” (120). When the family aligns “along an axis of conjugality”
that prioritizes the wellbeing of the son and heir, sisters are left without inheritance and are often
married solely to improve their brother, the heir’s, financial wellbeing. Concerns about married sisters
are then dismissed; once a sister is married off, she is no longer the responsibility/burden of the
consanguineal family (121).
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the end that it is the sibling-like quality of the relationship which sets it apart from
other problematic romantic relationships in the novel.
Smith emphasizes how problematic the biological sibling bond can be within a
society aligned predominantly along patriarchal, conjugal lines most dramatically
through the character of Lady Molyneaux. Once she is married, Lady Molyneaux feels
no concern for Willoughby, except in so far as his decisions may continue to impact
her financially. When she sees Willoughby wasting away as the continued mystery of
Celestina’s birth takes a physical and emotional toll on him, “she could not, nor indeed
did she attempt to check, a half formed idea of the pecuniary advantage she should
receive from his death” (367). When Willoughby’s health rallies and death no longer
seems likely, Lady Molyneux then advocates for Willoughby to marry Miss FitzHayman, the woman who would increase the family’s financial and social wellbeing.
She advocates for this decision despite knowing with certainty that the two are entirely
incompatible and that she herself despises Miss Fitz-Hayman and Lady Castlenorth
(398). In fact, Lady Molyneux never believes the rumor that Celestina is a blood
relation. She easily sees “the imagined relationship” for what it is, a “mere fiction,”
but cooperates with Lady Castlenorth in trying to separate Willoughby from Celestina
in order to satiate her “avaricious ambition” (373). In short, Lady Molyneux
demonstrates clearly why the biological sibling is often a threat to an individual’s
wellbeing.
In framing Willoughby’s biological sister as an insidious threat to
Willoughby’s happiness, Celestina engages with and departs from Lisa Zunshine’s
description of the typical eighteenth-century “foundling” narrative in important ways.
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The typical eighteenth-century foundling narrative, according to Zunshine, worked
through anxieties surrounding bastards and foundlings invading the biological family
and threatening its economic and emotional well-being. The sibling-like narrative, on
the other hand, suggests that an equal threat might be from within the biological
family. It is Lady Molyneux, the biological sister, who is eager to use Willoughby for
her own financial gain and Celestina, the sibling-like character, who is willing to make
personal and financial sacrifices for him. Freed from biological connection, Celestina
in no way sees herself entitled to Willoughby’s money or property. Lady Molyneux,
on the other hand, views herself as entitled to everything Willoughby has and even
what he could have. She fantasizes about his death and the financial benefit it would
bring her, and she plots to have him enter a miserable marriage in order to add to her
own material wealth. By analyzing how Smith invokes the foundling narrative, we can
therefore better appreciate the ways she problematizes the paternal family that the
foundling narrative was so eager to preserve. Zunshine describes the foundling trope
as follows:
A typical ‘foundling’ would be raised by strangers, leave her adopted
family upon reaching marriageable age, go through numerous ordeals (during
which she acquired an eligible suitor while retaining her chastity), and finally
discover her true kin, reassert her legitimate status, and reestablish herself as
part of her biological family.
Though structurally similar to the real-life bastard as an outsider
forcefully inserting herself into the family and social order, the fictional
foundling differed in important ways from her money- and status-hungry
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illegitimate counterpart. Her quest was for moral excellence and true identity,
and if the revelation of that identity was accompanied by a shower of tears,
titles, and estates, this bounty was bestowed by the parent who frequently did
not have any other children and was therefore delighted with the reappearance
of the long-lost legitimate offspring. (7)
Celestina’s story initially seems to map perfectly onto this narrative: she is raised by
the Willoughbys who are strangers biologically and nationally (they are English, she is
French), she leaves her adopted family at marriageable age, goes through numerous
ordeals trying to avoid unwanted suitors (which I will address shortly) and does indeed
discover her biological family to “a shower of tears, titles, and estates.” In so far as
Celestina is a morally excellent character who turns out to be the legitimate offspring
of noble and wealthy parents, she assuages concerns about illegitimacy. There are also
clear plot points that support Zunshine’s claim that the foundling was a source of
anxiety. It is easy make peace with Celestina’s dramatic change in fortune when it
comes at no one’s expense. She is an only child and, although both of her parents are
dead, she conveniently has a wealthy biological aunt who is childless and eager to
share her wealth with Celestina, even before knowing she is a relation. In short,
Celestina is clearly established as a foundling. However, she is also established as a
foundling who becomes like a sister, and as the one character steadfastly devoted to
Willoughby’s financial and emotional well-being. Time and again, the nobility and
devotion exhibited by this sibling-like character underscores the greed and callousness
of the biological sister. The threat of the biological sibling is further compounded
when the foundling narrative intermingles with the incest narrative. It is precisely at a
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marriageable at age that Celestina becomes engaged to marry into her adopted family.
It is the rumor that her adopted family is, in fact, her biological family, that pushes her
outside it, forcing her to rely on the generosity of friends. The “numerous ordeals” she
endures are essentially the result of one long ordeal: discovering whether the suitor she
has already acquired is eligible or not, biological kin or not. This merging of the
foundling and incest narrative suggests that there could be more anxiety surrounding
the economic threat of the biological sibling than the foundling.
Willoughby’s greatest fear is that Celestina is biologically related. The text
makes it evident that his energies would be better spent if he were to stop worrying
about someone who is like a sibling and instead become far more wary of his
biological sister. The biological sibling thus becomes a deeply contentious character.
If the sibling is too devoted to the consanguineous axis, their love threatens to be
incestuous. If, on the other hand, the sibling becomes too devoted to the conjugal axis,
they may abandon all loyalty to the consanguineous family in the pursuit of personal
gain. Either option shrouds the biological sibling’s motives and affections in
suspicion.
The limitations and dangers of the biological sibling bond are also played out
within the plot of Mrs. Elphinstone. When Celestina leaves Lady Molyneux’s home to
establish herself independently, she encounters a poor young woman named Jessy
Woodburn, whom she immediately takes under her wing. Jessy’s lover is Cathcart,
and this man serves as the model of a brother selflessly acting along consanguineous
lines. However, his inability to make any real difference in his sister’s life without the
help of Celestina and Willoughby also demonstrates the inadequacy of the biological
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sibling bond, even when it is well-meaning. This failure of the biological bond is
further emphasized through the juxtaposition of Cathcart’s character against the
character of his and Mrs. Elphinstone’s older brother, John. Thanks to a wealthy
marriage, John is financially able to provide for his younger siblings, despite losing his
own inheritance because of their father’s poor investments. John is, however, tightly
aligned along the conjugal axis. He, therefore, prioritizes his duty to his wife and her
family over and above any responsibility he might have for his biological siblings.
When Mrs. Elphinstone finds herself in desperate financial circumstances, she sends
her husband to John to beg for assistance. Mr. Elphinstone repeats the conversation to
Mrs. Elphinstone:
Your brother John told me, very cooly, that though he was so lucky as
to have provision by marriage himself, it was out of his power to provide for
all his father’s family; and thought it quite enough, that he had been at so much
expense for Frank, ‘who must now,’ said he, ‘do something for himself, for I
cannot undertake to pay his schooling another year: and you, Sir, as it is owing
to your family that my father was ruined, I hope you will now take this burthen
off my hands; for my wife’s family are very much discontented at my bearing
it. (260)
As the son and heir, John believes himself entitled to his inheritance, and he is
particularly resentful of his brother-in-law, Mr. Elphinstone, whose father defrauded
the family out of the little money they had, the little inheritance John would have
received. What is more, John sees his younger siblings as financial burdens and is
happy to relieve himself of their expense. He cares more about what his conjugal
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family thinks than about whether or not his biological siblings starve in the street.
Instead of helping his sister and brother-in-law out of their financial difficulties, he
shifts the responsibility of the younger brother, Frank Cathcart, to them.
Cathcart, on the other hand, models a biological brother who acts along
consanguineous lines. When he is made aware of Mrs. Elphinstone’s situation, he
immediately comes to her aid, offering what little service he can. The fact of her
marriage in no way lessens his sense of responsibility towards his sister. In her own
words10 Mrs. Elphinstone describes his selfless devotion: “My misfortunes, which are
such as I dare not attempt to relate to you, have extended to [Cathcart]; yet does he
with unexampled generosity, give himself up to servitude, to assist me and my poor
children. Judge whether such a brother is not dear to me” (120). One might argue that
Cathcart is simply performing his brotherly duty. As Perry notes, “in eighteenthcentury society, brothers were expected to protect their sisters- both because they were
representative of patriarchal power under the older, feudal system, and because they
were more obviously participants in the newer capitalist system. Sisters depended on

10

In her contribution to the collection of essays Charlotte Smith in British Romanticism, A. A. Markley
notes that Smith regularly allows “a particularly distressed female character to tell her own stories in
her own words” as part of “a critical strategy in winning the reader’s sympathy for the character” (93).
What is more, Markley argues that narrative style is “distinctly political” as it challenges the reader “to
reform his or her understanding of things as they are” (98). Though Markley focuses on novels written
after Celestina, this strategy of first-person narration is already present in the earlier novel as a means
by which women are empowered to share their stories, particularly the truths surrounding their
troubling experiences at the hands of patriarchal society. Jessy shares with Celestina her trials in the
hands of her cruel and greedy grandfather and Mrs. Elphinstone poignantly describes the burden of
marriage to a man who is financially unstable. Mrs. Elphinstone also tells of the horrors of her younger
sister, Emily’s, seduction, and the indifference her brother-in-law feels for this tragedy because she
lacks significant social or financial status. Emily even has a brief moment of narration, in the form of a
letter to Celestina, in which she wins the reader’s sympathy through her selfless request that, as she is
near death herself, Celestina accept Vavasour’s hand. What all of these moments have in common is a
continued attempt to enable women to speak their truth; they are individuals to be pitied and
protected, not commodities to be exchanged and discarded.
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their brothers for financial support” (153-54). At the same time, however, we are
meant to appreciate John’s actions as selfish, and Cathcart’s actions as generous. As
Perry also admits, “in eighteenth-century English families, brothers had little
motivation other than conventional humanitarian reasons, or old-fashioned sentiments
about family honor, to arrange for their sisters’ future comfort” (157). In other words,
there is nothing to enforce the brother’s support for a sister, never mind a sister who is
married, and thus the legal responsibility of her husband.
Lady Molyneux’s character demonstrates how emotionally unfulfilling and
economically threatening a biological sibling bond can be. Even wealthy biological
siblings can see each other as competitors for limited resources and thus work actively
against their sibling’s well-being for their own personal gain. Mrs. Elphinstone’s story
plays out these same problems among the lower classes. Biological siblings are either
unable to help because they share in her financial difficulty or unwilling to help
because, freed by marriage from that responsibility, they refuse to drain their conjugal
resources in supporting the consanguineous family.
In contrast to all of these sibling relationships, Willoughby’s sibling-like bond
with Celestina stands out as emotionally fulfilling. Celestina is, like Cathcart,
unwavering in her selfless devotion. It also stands out, ultimately, as financially
feasible. Because she is not biologically related, she does not presume to have any
rights to Willoughby’s money, and the wealth which she eventually comes into is a
new flux of cash that can add to Willoughby’s estate. The sibling-like bond thus
emerges as a bond that is more emotionally desirable and financially secure than
biological relations. And yet, it is clear that there is still a deep longing for the
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biological sibling bond to offer emotional fulfillment and financial protection. The
characters who attempt to be good siblings are lauded as having exemplary morals,
while the characters who fail in their sibling duties are marked as morally deficient.
The same is true for romantic suitors.
While Willoughby is busy trying to trace the origins of Celestina’s birth and
contemplating marriage to Lady Fitz-Hayman, Celestina is faced with a series of
unwanted marital offers from Montague Thorold, the younger son of a trusted friend,
and Vavasour, Willoughby’s best friend and a notorious philanderer. Thorold meets
Celestina while she is taking refuge in his father’s house and Celestina quickly
becomes the latest in a long line of his romantic obsessions. Celestina attempts to curb
his persistent, gushing romantic overtures by insisting that if she cannot be with
Willoughby, she will never be with anyone else. He refuses to listen, and even stalks
her in Scotland, where she travels, in part, to escape his unwanted advances and, in
part, to escape painful memories of Willoughby. Fletcher acknowledges that his
behavior makes it difficult for the modern reader to accept him as a plausible potential
suitor, as his actions would today result in restraining orders (13). She also points out,
however, that Thorold’s actions are also considered strange by other characters in the
book. She concludes that with the character of Thorold, “Smith dramatises [sic]
vividly how close romantic devotion and intrusive obsession can be on the spectrum of
‘love’” (13). Thorold assumes a level of intimacy that he has not earned, an intimacy
that Celestina and Willoughby cultivated over a lifetime of shared experiences and
memories. In witnessing how Celestina endures the harassment that is Thorold’s
courtship, it becomes easy to see why a sibling-like bond would be a desirable
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alternative to romantic courtship. The eighteenth century’s “increasingly elaborate
rituals of courtship” tried to create a sense intimacy and feelings of love in a
compressed amount of time through contrived conversations and experiences (Boone
62). Thorold is sincere in his love, but the ostentation with which he engages in
courtship rituals underscores how exaggerated and empty his efforts are when
compared to the intimacy of Celestina and Willoughby’s longstanding relationship.
His character serves as a caricature of the Romantic suitor. For example, Thorold often
fervently recites poetry to Celestina, though she remonstrates “that is exactly what I
complain of: there is no rational conversation with you, capable as you are of adorning
it” (228). Compared with conversations shared by Willoughby and Celestina,
Thorold’s advances seem hollow and foolish.
Vavasour’s romantic overtures are equally violent in their passion and equally
unwelcome to Celestina. Though he is Willoughby’s close friend and has many
winning traits, Vavasour’s morals are questionable at best. Fletcher argues that “his
virtues, like his vices, stem from unexamined upper class assumptions of superiority
that the novel finds increasingly inadequate” (13). They also serve as a remind of how
vulnerable young women were to the whims of their romantic suitors.11 When
Willoughby abandons Celestina he leaves her in Vavasour’s care, and when rumors
arise that Willoughby is married Vavasour offers very real social and financial
protection to Celestina, who has comparatively nothing. It would have been
understandable for her to settle for her ex-fiancé’s best friend. And yet, trusting
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Vavasour is an example of the eighteenth-century rake. Schaffer offers helpful historical context for
understanding this trope when she explains: “[a]ffectionate, kindly, and trustworthy, the suitor of
rational esteem becomes the ancestor of the Victorian familiar lover, while his rival, the dashing rake,
turns into the Victorian romantic lover” (37).

56

blindly that an upper-class man was morally worthy of her would have been a mistake.
In addition to discovering that he has a mistress (Mrs. Elphinstone’s sister, Emily),
Celestina is given further evidence to suggest that life with Vavasour would have
made her a slave to his whims, and that he was not morally strong enough to stay
steadfast in worthiness. When Willoughby and Celestina are finally married, their
“one wish unfulfilled” is to see Vavasour happy (541). It is a source of sadness to both
that Vavasour has not found his own spouse and has instead “lost his health, and his
fortune in pursuits which could not afford him even a temporary possession of the
happiness for which he still declared himself to be in search” (542). Rather than
maintaining the sober, quiet life that Celestina was determined to lead if she could not
be with Willoughby, Vavasour allows himself to be consumed by his vices because he
did not get his way with Celestina.
Interestingly, Celestina attempts to curb both of her romantic suitors’ passions
by reforming their affections into a sibling-like bond which would better serve her.
With these attempts, we see how the sibling-like bond offers women an agency as
equal partners in a relationship that neither biological siblinghood nor romantic
marriage inherently affords. When Vavasour attempts to be her escort, Celestina
begins to suspect that his intentions are more than that of a friend. She tries to stave
off any overt declarations of love by reframing their connection as sibling-like: “such
perfect confidence I have in your honor, that I should trust myself with you as with a
brother” (239). Her strategy fails to work with Vavasour, but Thorold she is able to
reform, albeit through a more circuitous route. At the novel’s end, Celestina is united
with her cousin, Anzoletta, and the two develop a sister-like attachment, which I will
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discuss at length shortly. Celestina then strategically introduces Anzoletta to Thorold.
The text tells us: “Her generous intentions succeeded. Montague Thorold, struck with
the resemblance between them, and particularly with the voice of Anzoletta [which is
remarkably like Celestina’s] was soon passionately attached to her, as a man could be,
who had once loved Celestina herself” (541). In uniting her unwanted suitor with her
sister-like cousin, Celestina makes Thorold into something like a brother-in-law, and
so effectively eliminates his unwanted advances.12 This is not, however, simply the
elimination of an unwanted suitor. It is also the gaining of another brother-like
companion. Had Thorold accepted this brother-like role earlier in the novel a great
deal of Celestina’s anxiety would have been avoided. At the novel’s conclusion, she is
well insulated with a brother-like husband, a sister-like cousin, and a brother-like
cousin-in-law. Just as the series of sibling-plots emphasizes how the sibling-like bond
can improve upon biological sibling relations, so too the proliferation of failed
romantic attachments and successful sibling-like bonds makes it evident that the
sibling-like bond has much to offer that the purely conjugal bond cannot.
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Celestina’s strategic displacement of Thorold by marrying him to her sister-like cousin offers an
interesting layer to Corbett’s discussion of the literary figure of the wife’s sister. Corbett writes that
“the wife’s sister figures…as...an index of the increasing pressure the marital couple faces in being
nailed down to the nuclear form of the family and not, as she has been stereotypically represented,
the source of division between husband and wife” (80). Corbett is interested in challenging the idea
that sisters are competitors for romantic attraction and instead observes how the presence of the
sister indicates a lack in the conjugal unit that the sibling helped to fulfill. In Celestina, there is a lack in
Thorold’s romantic attentions that makes his presence a source of unease for Celestina. He is a
romantic suitor competing against Vavasour and Willoughby for romantic attention as if Celestina is a
commodity to be won. As the husband of Anzoletta, however, he becomes the brother-like companion
Celestina longed for and needed. The sibling-like figure, like the figure of the wife’s sister, marks
anxieties surrounding the conjugal unit, particularly the wife’s lack of agency within it.
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The Sibling-like Nexus and Female Agency
When Willoughby confirms that Celestina is not his biological sister, he
simultaneously discovers the fact she is also financially and socially eligible to be his
wife: “she was born of parents to whom it was honorable to belong: and […] she was
nearly allied by blood to her kind [and wealthy] protectress, [Lady Horatia]” (533).
Insofar as she is still like a sister to him, Willoughby is certain that she is not merely
an eligible, but also an ideal wife. Motivated by her desire to maintain their fraternal
bond, Celestina remains true to Willoughby, even after she believes he is married to
Miss Fitz-Hayman. Willoughby relishes the knowledge that “she lived only for him;
that her heart had never been estranged from him (533). Celestina also benefits from
this bond in important ways. First and foremost, Celestina can be just as confident of
Willoughby’s unaltered and life-long devotion to her. Though Willoughby is horrified
by the thought of a biological relationship with Celestina, the roots of their sibling-like
bond, established in early youth, have made it impossible for him to marry Miss FitzHayman, even for the sake of social and financial security for himself, his sister, and
his paternal estate. Celestina can therefore trust that Willoughby loves her, irrespective
of her change in social and financial fortune, and that he will be a devoted husband.
Perhaps more importantly, however, Willoughby’s understanding of and acceptance of
Celestina as being like, but not actually, a sister, also forces him to acknowledge and
appreciate her individuality and personhood. Willoughby takes for granted that a
biological sister is a temporary possession that must one day be turned over to a
husband. In the scene of their reunion, Willoughby is confronted by the fact that
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Celestina has remained devoted of her own accord, and has refused other offers for
marriage:
“Who is it,” said he, “gracious Heaven! that I thus hold in my arms?
Not my Celestina, my own Celestina, but the wife of another. Go, Madam, I
entreat you leave me. Go, or frenzy may overtake me, and I may attempt
impossibilities- to tear you from your husband.”
“Husband!” cried Celestina, “I have no husband.” “Are you not married
then? Not married to Montague Thorold?” “No, indeed- indeed, I am not.”
“Not married- nor intending to be married?” “Neither, indeed.” “And you are
at liberty, then to be mine?” “I am, if you know that we ought not to be
divided.”
[…]
“If the fear of Celestina’s being married, had, for a moment, bereft him
of reason; the certainty of her being not only free, but as passionately attached
to him, as ever, had, for a little time, an equally violent effect.” (532)
The language that Willoughby uses in this passage is, admittedly, possessive. He
refers to Celestina as “my Celestina,” and “my own Celestina,” as if she is an object
that might be torn from her husband. When he learns she is at liberty, he insinuates
that her liberty is conditional; she is free to be his. It is, however, critical to note that
Celestina is at liberty, and not simply in terms of sexual availability. As Willoughby
well knows, Celestina has been at liberty to marry Thorold, Vavasour, or any other
suitor who asked for her hand. Believing that Willoughby has married Miss FitzHayman, and hearing nothing from Willoughby for months on end, even in terms of
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brotherly affection, Celestina has had no obligation to remain single. In fact, given her
precarious social and financial position, she has had every reason to secure marriage to
another. She has, however, decided to remain single. She has maintained her liberty,
even after Willoughby no longer implored her to do so. What is more, when
Celestina’s true birth is made known, she becomes independent in terms of wealth and
social status. She has no need of Willoughby’s money or status. She is a free agent,
able to make her own decisions based entirely on her own preferences. He can be
certain she marries him for sentimental, rather than mercenary, means.
The text encourages us to read Celestina’s decision to marry Willoughby as a
good one. The novel ends with the following passage:
Celestina beheld in Willoughby, the best and most affectionate of husbands,
whose whole life was dedicated to the purpose of making her happy, and
whose only apprehension seemed to be, that with all he could do, he must fall
infinitely short of that degree of merit towards either heaven or earth, which
that fortunate being ought to possess, who was blessed with so lovely and
perfect a creature as Celestina. (542)
Willoughby’s awareness of his own worthiness falls “infinitely short” of Celestina
reveals that he has finally come to fully appreciate her. At the novel’s opening, he
takes for granted that he will eventually be united to his foster sister. She has no other
suitors, and her social and financial situation make it unlikely he would have any
competition. The rumor that she is his biological sister is horrifying to him, not least
because it means he can no longer take her conjugal love for granted. In the process of
establishing that she is sexually available, Willoughby comes to realize that she is also
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sexually available to others. Her faithfulness to him, despite several opportunities for
financial and social gain, demonstrates to him that she is not something to be
inherited, but someone who has remained true, for the sake of sibling-like attachment.
Celestina, in turn, can rest in the knowledge that Willoughby, as a sibling-like suitor,
is “the best and most affectionate of husbands.” Having grown up with him, she
knows that his devotion is not the fleeting, transient infatuation of Montague Thorold
or the irrationally violent passion of Vavasour. Intimately familiar with Willoughby,
she also understands his financial situation. She need not fear that he is marrying her
for her newfound financial security. Even if he had not come into his own inheritance
at the end of the novel, he has proven the constancy of his love by turning down Miss
Fitz-Hayman. He has shown that he would rather marry Celestina than save the
paternal estate. The sibling-like bond is affirmed as the ideal bond with which to bind
the conjugal unit, but it also suggests that the conjugal unit may in fact be in the
service of securing the sibling-like bond.
To further underscore the way in which the novel prioritizes the sibling-like
bond, Celestina is granted an additional and, I argue, equally important relation at the
end of the novel. In discovering the story of her birth, Celestina learns that both her
parents are dead, but that her beloved friend and benefactress, Lady Horatia, is her
paternal aunt, that she has a maternal uncle, the Count de Bellegarde, and, most
importantly, that she has a cousin, Anzoletta. Just as Willoughby, the brother-like
suitor, becomes an ideal replacement of and improvement upon the biological brother
she never had, and the volatile romantic suitors she does not want, Anzoletta makes up
for all failings of Matilda: “Anzoletta loved her as a sister, to whom she became more
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tenderly attached, from taste and affection, than even that near tie of blood alone could
have attached her” (539). When Matilda referred to Celestina as a sister, it was to
mark the generosity which she begrudgingly granted to her mother’s inferior ward. It
therefore underscored all the ways in which she and Celestina differed in taste and
affection. Anzoletta, on the other hand, loves Celestina as a sister should. What is
more, the text explicitly states that their bond surpasses that between blood siblings.
At the novels end, then, Celestina has found sibling-like companions who invoke all
that is good in biological sibling-bonds and who are free of the qualities that make
biological sibling bonds so problematic. They grant Celestina the best of what
fraternity and conjugality have to offer.

Liberty, Equality, and Something Like Fraternity
I have so far demonstrated that Celestina purges the sibling-like bond of incest
in order to establish it as a distinct affective bond. Furthermore, I have argued that the
text privileges this affective bond as ideal. Once the ambiguity surrounding
Willoughby and Celestina’s relationship is removed, the sibling-like marks the
ambivalence, rather than ambiguity of their bond. It invokes all the love, familiarity,
and trustworthiness of an ideal biological sibling, while still marking someone as
sexually, socially, and financially available. It grants Celestina an agency that she
would lack as a biological sister dependent on her brother for financial generosity (as
in the case of Matilda) and as a wife held captive by the whims of her romantic
husband (as exemplified by Mrs. Elphinstone’s fate). This novel is, however, more
than an innovation of the domestic sphere and the courtship/marriage plot. Smith
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interweaves this domestic saga with political commentary on the French Revolution,
intending the sibling-like bond to serve not only as a model for reformed biological
and conjugal relations, but also as a model for a more inclusive fraternal politics.
Fletcher argues that the narrative of Celestina’s origins, which centers around
scenes of filial upheaval in France, is deeply engaged with the period’s debates
surrounding the French Revolution. She writes: “Smith herself does not predict or
advocate a total demolition of the castle-state; but she imagines the old order
comprehensively renovated and made habitable. At a time of great political
excitement, she grasped the connection of domestic to civic and seized Burke’s castle
image13 to conclude Celestina. Her reflections on the Revolution are profound and
imaginative” (37). Indeed, the sibling-like bond serves as a critical metaphor for how
the patriarchal castle-state might be “renovated and made habitable.” The sibling-like
bond resists the failures of the revolutionaries’ cries of fraternité, which drastically fell
short of including their sisters in liberté and égalité.
Embedded within the story of Celestina and Willoughby is the story of
Celestina’s French origins, recounted to Willoughby by Celestina’s uncle, the Count
de Bellegarde. This narrative within the narrative tells the story of three siblings
suffering under the tyrannical rule of their father. Unable to live under his cruelty any
longer, the brothers run away, leaving their sister, Genevieve, Celestina’s mother,
behind. Genevieve herself encourages the plan, assuring her brothers that it is her duty
to remain home and mitigate the father’s unhappiness. Eventually, however,
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For more on Smith’s sustained engagement with Burke and the politics of the French Revolution,
see Barbara Tarling’s “‘The Slight Skirmishing of a Novel Writer’: Charlotte Smith and the American
War of Independence” in Charlotte Smith in British Romanticism, edited by Jacqueline Labbe.
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Genevieve’s sufferings, particularly at the hands of the Spanish Jesuit who serves her
father, become too great. The Count de Bellegarde returns to rescue her, bringing with
him his friend, Ormond. Bellegarde marries Genevieve’s friend, Jacquelina, and gives
his sister to Ormond. The men live in hiding in Castle Rochmarte, and Bellegarde’s
account of the situation unmistakably invokes the French Revolution: “I was thus in
my father’s house, unknown to him, and took possession of the paternal mansion of
my ancestors as if I had been a robber and an assassin” (505). The lovers are
eventually discovered. Bellegarde and Ormond are imprisoned but escape after a few
years, while Jacquelina and Genevieve are banished to a convent where they have
their daughters, Anzoletta and Celestina, respectively, and where Genevieve dies.
Clifford offers a detailed analysis of how the story of Celestina’s parentage
serves as an allegory for the French Revolution. Of particular interest to the siblinglike bond is her claim that
The brother’s escape from parental tyranny means freedom and independence.
The sister’s escape- or proposed escape- does not. Rather, it means a shift in
ownership of her person from her father, to her brother, and then to her
husband. And while the political system of fraternity freed men to be equal,
regardless of wealth or social standing, it did not have the same effect for
women, who continued to be trapped in familial, domestic servitude, if not also
political servitude. (139)
Clifford argues that “the absence of women’s liberty in the tale of Celestina’s parents
is echoed in her own tale, in which she is denied not her liberty but a genuine
experience of fraternity” (140). Clifford is right to emphasize that Bellegarde fails to
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see his sister as an equal. He leaves her behind as though she had less right to freedom.
When he returns to rescue her from their father, he immediately resigns her to a
husband. Clifford is also right to point out that this failure directly impacts Celestina,
who must grow up as an orphan without even the knowledge of who her family is.
However, Celestina’s fate is also markedly different from her mother’s. Genevieve
escapes her role of domestic servitude within patriarchal society only to become a
possession of her brother that is immediately transferred (however willingly) to
Ormond. The same cannot be said for Celestina. As a sister-like figure, Celestina is
not possessed by Willoughby. Much to his distress for much of the novel, Willoughby
has no right to prevent or promote Celestina’s marriage to anyone. He has no right
even to know her plans, unless she is willing to share them.
There is a distinction between Genevieve’s biological relationship with her
brother and Celestina’s metaphorical relationship with Willoughby. The metaphorical
bond is not inherited; it is created. And it is created by both Celestina and Willoughby
over time. Celestina has an active voice in what this relationship should look like and
the benefits it should extend to her, which include friendship, protection, and kindness.
When Willoughby fails to deliver these benefits in the wake of his mother’s death,
Celestina removes herself from Lady Molyneux’s home and remains on her own until
Willoughby comes to propose to her. When the concern arises that Celestina and
Willoughby are biologically related and Willoughby leaves to discover the truth,
Celestina remains an independent agent. We have no direct scenes of Genevieve’s
experiences when she is abandoned by her brother and plagued by unwanted advances.
All that we know of her is related from the perspective of the brother who abandons
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and survives her. In contrast, Celestina remains the focus of the narrative after
Willoughby leaves. We see her repeatedly take charge of her own fate, choosing
where to stay and with whom, and handling unwanted advances with consistency and,
ultimately, success. Thus, Celestina exhibits a great deal more agency than her mother
did. Her marriage is a significant improvement upon the tragic marriage of her mother
because it is a sibling-like bond, rather than a purely romantic one.
To say that Celestina’s fate is an improvement on her mother’s is not to say,
however, that Celestina has had “a genuine experience of fraternity.” Her experience
of a sibling-like relationship is, in fact, a reform of the revolutionaries’ concept of
fraternity. As Engelstein suggests, even a genuine experience of fraternity “cannot
serve as a symbol of inclusive politics [because] it blatantly excludes half the
population” (62). Moreover, Engelstein insists that this exclusion is more than a matter
of using a more gender-inclusive term such as “siblinghood.” Fraternity, according to
Engelstein, depends upon the exclusion of women in order to balance out the
competing revolutionary concepts of liberty, which implies total freedom for
individuals, and equality, which implies sameness. In her own words: “If the sibling
bond figures the end of primogeniture and patriarchy…its function in the fraternal
nation is split between egalitarian and particularistic affect” (Engelstein 64). In the
fraternal nation, the sister is forced to embody two conflicting roles: “as sister,
generating an egalitarian love that serves as a model for affective commitment without
particularity, and second, as the erotic object of a particular preference that confers
individuality on the male subject” (63). Despite its aspirations towards equality,
fraternity, like patriarchy, is inherently gendered; it is inherently dependent upon
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female subjugation. The sibling-like bond, on the other hand, allows us to imagine
something like fraternity, but something that is decidedly more egalitarian. As we
have seen throughout this chapter, the sibling-like bond allows for reform because it is
both ambiguous and ambivalent.
As a brother-like husband, Willoughby can offer Celestina the intimacy,
security, and agency she craves without the fear of incest, financial obligation, or
subjection. This reading is possible because the siblinghood between Celestina and
Willoughby is metaphorical and not biological. Engelstein argues: “Universal
siblinghood leads, as Marc Shell has noted, to only two sexual alternatives: celibacy or
incest” (64). Metaphorical siblinghood, however, eliminates this dichotomy. Celestina
and Willoughby learn that a sibling-like bond removes the need for celibacy and the
fear of incest. They are free to marry one another, and that marriage is enriched by the
sibling-like quality of their bond. It is particularly enriching to Celestina, who enjoys
her role as an equal partner with Willoughby.
Lynn Hunt notes,
Republicans tried hard to imagine a world for themselves in which brothers got
along peacefully with each other; they even tried to ensure it in legal terms by
equalizing inheritance and providing for a system of universal education.
Nevertheless, competition, conflict, and violence between brothers was an
undeniable fact of life during the Revolution. (88)
As Smith demonstrates throughout Celestina, this “competition, conflict, and
violence” is not a failed fraternity but an accurate reflection of what biological
brotherhood could be like. It is not enough simply to switch metaphors, to move from
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the rule of the father to that of the brother. One has to think critically about what it
means to be a brother and what it could mean. In establishing the brother-like as
distinct from the brother, Smith opens up new possibilities for what could be possible
both domestically and politically. Celestina’s place as an equal within her marriage
suggests what might be possible in a society modelled on an ambivalent fraternity. By
taking all that is ideal in the biological sibling bond but also, critically, purging that
bond of all that is problematic, Smith imagines how revolution might serve to reform
the patriarchy in a way that extends its benefits to the women helping to make such
reform possible. In the same way that the sibling-like bond proves mutually beneficial
to Willoughby and Celestina and still improves their beloved Alvestone, Smith argues
that something like fraternity might be better able to reform the castle-state without the
need for total demolition.
In conclusion, Smith deploys the sibling-like category in several ways. First,
she establishes it as a unique affective bond, free of the suspicion of incest. Second,
she uses this bond to reform marriage. The ending of Celestina insists that a union is
most fulfilling when it brings both financial stability and emotional fulfillment. Smith
juxtaposes sibling-like characters against both biological siblings and romantic suitors,
pointing out that the sibling-like bond ambivalently taps into the ideal qualities of each
of these categories while holding unwanted characteristics at bay. In this way the
sibling-like bond, which initially seems to mark uncertainty and relational instability
(are they, or are they not, biologically related), ultimately comes to mark flexibility
and relational stability. In showing how a sibling-like bond can reform the conjugal,
domestic unit, Smith also imagines how a patriarchal society might be reformed.
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Drawing clear parallels between the domestic and the political, and through direct
invocation of debates surrounding the French Revolution, Smith simultaneously
explores how the sibling-like bond might also lend itself to a political revolution. The
“invincible bar” between Willoughby and Celestina at the novel’s opening is not
removed at its end, but remade, from a rigid barrier to a pliable bond that promises to
hold the protagonists together.
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Chapter 2: “A Genuine Boy”: How Sibling-like Characters Perform and
Deconstruct Gender
It is a common saying that Tom and Mary made a mistake, that he is the girl, and she
the boy, for she is a rough, merry creature, and the noisiest in the house.
Charlotte Yonge, The Daisy Chain
I tell you I was a genuine boy. I moved like a boy, I felt like a boy; I was my own
brother in very truth. Mentally and morally, I was exactly what you though me, and
there was very little fear of you finding me out, although I used to like to play with the
position and run the risk.
Sarah Grand, The Heavenly Twins

Chapter One emphasized the importance of understanding the sibling-like bond
as a distinct, ambivalent, relational dynamic. Suitors who are like siblings are not
biologically related and can therefore enjoy an emotionally fulfilling love that is not
marred by hints of incest. Their relationship is stronger than biological siblinghood or
romantic attachment because it moves between these categories, invoking only the
ideal traits of each. Chapter Two turns to the sibling-like bond between biological
siblings. Here, the sibling-like is still distinct from the biologically related, and its
ambivalence is still paramount. In this case, however, the categories that are
simultaneously invoked and kept distinct are the gendered categories of brother and
sister, rather than incest and conjugality. This chapter turns to Charlotte Yonge’s The
Daisy Chain and Sarah Grand’s The Heavenly Twins in order to study biological
siblings in literature who act like their opposite sex siblings. When brothers act like
sisters and sisters act like brothers, they learn how to be better versions of themselves.
They also learn how to be better suitors for their heterosexual spouses. Ironically, the
sibling-like trope suggests, heteronormative families depend upon gender fluidity.
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In describing how brothers act like sisters and sisters act like brothers, I invoke
Judith Butler’s discussion of performativity in Gender Trouble. Siblings often perform
gendered tasks or exhibit gendered behavior that does not lineup with their sexual
identity. For example, in the epigraph above, we can say that Mary performs the role
of “brother” by being “rough” and noisy. The reader of Yonge’s novel is meant to
understand that Mary exhibits behaviors which are generally gendered as masculine.
They do not think Mary’s physical sexual organs are those of a boy, or that she will
grow a beard when she reaches puberty. She performs the role of brother while
maintaining her sexual designation of girl. Even in the quotation from The Heavenly
Twins, when Angelica asserts the stronger claim that she “was a genuine boy” when
she disguises herself as her twin brother Diavolo, the reader understands that Angelica
is still, to some extent, herself. When Mary and Angelica act like their brothers, they
are following a different gender script but, at the same time, they are maintaining, and
even enhancing their ability to perform their own gender. Thus, gender fluidity
between biological siblings relies on the reader’s understanding of oppositional
sexism, even as it calls the stability of the gendered categories of boy and girl, brother
and sister, into question.
The sibling-like category within the context of biological siblings
reconceptualizes our understanding of the Victorian gender identities and practices.
Lisa Hager argues that “Victorian studies must fundamentally reconceptualize our
understanding of gender to account for the possibility of movement between, across,
and among genders” (37). Siblings who act like their opposite-sex siblings not only
perform another gender, but also learn, through this nonnormative performance, how
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to better fulfill normative expectations. Hager asserts that “Victorian gender
discourses [exceeded] fixed gender binaries” (37). This chapter explores the way in
which sibling-like bonds between characters who are biologically related
simultaneously questions, complicates, and exceeds fixed binaries. The hyphen in the
term sibling-like, in this chapter, works as a toggle between the seemingly
oppositional categories of brother and sister.
Literary examples of brothers acting like sisters and sisters acting like brothers
offer a unique vantage point from which to understanding how the Victorian
imagination conceived of a largely undocumented space and unrecorded historical
moment: the nursery years. Leonore Davidoff writes that, historically, “It was among
their immediate companions, their siblings, that gender differentiation was earliest and
most forcefully imprinted" (121). But there is a time prior to this moment, a time when
siblings lived and interacted as pre-gendered subjects. As Valerie Sanders reminds us,
middle-class siblings played, fought, learned, and lived together in a world of their
own, a world largely unmediated by adult supervision: “the brother-sister relationship
was the very cornerstone of middle-class family life. Segregated from their parents in
nurseries, separated from mothers who were often pregnant and fathers who were out
at work or their clubs, siblings were thrown together for support and companionship”
(11-12). Indeed, Leila Silvana May refers to the nursery as “a kind of androgynous
space, a refuge from the rigors of instruction it was meant to enforce” (20). In this
chapter, I explore the extent to which literary depictions of this brief time and space
(roughly between birth and age five) feature the sibling relationship as gender-fluid
and egalitarian (Davidoff 65). In these depictions, the gender fluidity of the sibling-
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like bond impacts how siblings experience and negotiate later attempts at gendering in
ways that are equally important to, and often an essential part of, the process of gender
differentiation. May writes that "if the nursery (or at least the memory of it) became a
sphere that promised a kind of equality governing relationships between children, it
would in fact be the last place where this would be true" (20). I argue that, on the
contrary, this experience and memory of the nursery emboldens characters to pursue
equality in their relationships long after the nursery years.
Charlotte Yonge’s 1856 novel The Daisy Chain and Sarah Grand’s 1893 novel
The Heavenly Twins elucidate how the sibling-like category opens up new readings of
the Victorian family’s relationship to gendering precisely because the family, on the
surface, seems to serve opposing purposes in each text. Yonge’s story of the May
family and its eleven children upholds the patriarchal family as the proper place in
which its heroine, Ethel, must channel her masculine missionary energies towards
more feminine domestic duties. Grand’s novel, on the other hand, sets up the family as
a problematic holdover of patriarchy from which Angelica, representing the emerging
figure of the New Woman, must escape in order to thrive. Of the novel’s three
heroines, only Angelica, who has ignored her father’s authority from the first, is able
to maintain her physical and mental health in the end. Thus, by a standard critical
reading of these texts, the family is an ideological litmus test by which we establish
genre. Yonge asks the heroine to return to the family, and Grand implores the heroine
to escape it. Yonge’s heroine is thus read as a potential feminist who compromises her
agency and choice, and Grand’s as an emerging New Woman. The sibling-like
category challenges this polarized understanding of the family. Instead of reading the
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family as a source of either indoctrination or rebellion we can see how it also
simultaneously calls its own premises into question. Specifically, the sibling-like
category complicates the idea that the family must train brothers and sisters in
heteronormatively gendered relations in order to prepare them for future heterosexual
relationships. As we read about brothers who are like sisters and sisters who are like
brothers, we realize that we cannot take the heteronormative view of the family for
granted. Somewhere and some time before a child becomes a brother or a sister, they
are a sibling. This pre-gendered relationship plays an essential role both in how the
family functions and how we as twenty-first century critics might perceive its role in
defining nineteenth-century genres.

She the Boy
My discussion begins with Yonge’s The Daisy Chain because it lays important
groundwork for how the sibling-like category constitutes the heteronormative family
as simultaneously nonnormative. At first glance, the elaborate opposite-sex pairings of
siblings and each sibling’s neat replacement with a spouse seem to align with a
reading that insists Ethel’s return to the family is a simple affirmation of patriarchal
rule and conservative domesticity. In choosing to reject a spouse and commit herself
to caring for her father and younger siblings, Ethel confines her intellect and energies
to the limited sphere of the home. There is, however, more to the story. Although six
of the seven eldest May children are discussed almost exclusively in opposite-sex
pairs, the gendering of these relationships is significantly complicated. While brothers
and sisters do seem to prepare one another for future relationships, they often do so by
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modeling how a sibling of the opposite sex should behave. Gender is performed, often
by the nonnormative sibling and, in this way, siblings learn how to be better versions
of themselves for future spouses. Like the female friendships of Marcus’ Between
Women14, the sibling-like relationships in May’s novel and their explicit undoing of
gender norms is essential to the family and its purportedly normative development.
One of the earliest examples of gender fluidity between siblings occurs shortly
after the death of Mrs. May, who dies when her husband recklessly drives her, as well
as their eldest and youngest daughters, both named Margaret, in a carriage with a
horse he knows to be dangerous. The others survive the accident, but eldest Margaret
is crippled for life, slowly dying of her injuries throughout the rest of the novel. Mr.
May’s arm is badly broken, as are his spirits; he spends the rest of the novel regretting
his imprudence and his inability to properly tend to his remaining children. Thus, in
the wake of the mother’s death, both father and eldest daughter are rendered unable to
fulfill the duties of raising the younger children. This responsibility then falls to the
next oldest girls, Flora and Ethel. Flora rises to the occasion seamlessly, waiting on
Margaret and managing most of the household affairs. Ethel, on the other hand,
though eager to be of service, considers herself lamentably inept at household
concerns. Her natural gifts inspire her to pursue education and missionary work, and
she struggles with the comparatively tepid household duties. It is witnessing not Flora,
but her eldest brother Richard’s care and concern for the younger children, that

14

In Marcus’ own words: “Queer theory often accentuates the subversive dimensions of lesbian, gay,
and transgender acts and identities…Between Women shows, by contrast, that in Victorian England,
female marriage, gender mobility, and women’s erotic fantasies about women were at the heart of
normative institutions and discourses, even for those who made a religion of the family, marriage, and
sexual difference" (13).
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inspires Ethel to renew her efforts to properly perform her duties. As the following
passage indicates, Ethel learns how to be a better sister by following the example of
her brother Richard:
That Sunday brought back to the children that there was no one to hear their
hymns; but Richard was a great comfort, watching over the little ones more like a
sister than a brother. Ethel was ashamed of herself when she saw him taking
thought for them, tying Blanche's bonnet, putting Aubrey's gloves on, teaching
them to put away their Sunday toys, as if he meant them to be as neat and precise
as himself. (46) [emphasis mine]
When Ethel witnesses Richard’s care for his younger siblings, she feels “ashamed of
herself” because her brother is able perform the sisterly duties which should come
naturally to her but do not. The tasks that Richard completes, tying bonnet strings and
putting on gloves, are gendered. Both Aubrey and Blanche are past the age of five,
when Victorians generally began to gender children according to dress and
opportunity (Davidoff 65). Thus, Richard’s action might at first seem to be an example
of the family propagating gendered norms, were it not for the fact that he is said to
perform these tasks “more like a sister than a brother.” In this moment, Ethel, the
sister, looks on, feeling useless, incapable of helping her younger siblings, while
Richard, the brother, performs the necessary tasks with a natural ease and tenderness.
If Richard is performing tasks like a sister, Ethel is witnessing his efforts like a
brother, and learning her sisterly duty through Richard’s performance of it. The text
seeks to critique Ethel’s ineptitude; it molds her into an obedient, useful, gendered
sister. It relies on a breakdown of gender boundaries to achieve this very goal. Ethel
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could just as easily look to Flora, or recall her sister Margaret’s activities before the
accident, but somehow these examples are not adequate. It is not her sisters, but
Richard’s sister-like performance, which teaches Ethel how to act.
Ethel continues to learn from Richard throughout the text. When Richard
shows Ethel how to keep her dress clean Ethel tries to explain why his sister-like
example, rather than the example of her actual sisters, is able to teach her; “That’s the
third thing you have taught me- to thread a needle, tie a bow, and stick in a pin! I
never could learn those things of anyone else; they show, but don’t explain the theory”
(V1, 58). Again, the tasks are feminine duties of the domestic sphere, and tasks which
Flora, if no longer the crippled Margaret, is easily able to perform. Ethel is, however,
better able to learn these tasks from Richard because he not only performs them but, in
Ethel’s words, “explains the theory.” That is, it is not enough for Ethel to see how her
sisters act and then follow suit. Their abilities are not automatically hers, and nothing
in her biological makeup, certainly not the fact that she is a girl, rather than a boy,
enables her to perform the tasks expected of her. Richard, on the other hand, performs
the tasks as one who has studied both the how and the why, and is able to explicitly
articulate both. Ethel finds herself in a role she feels unable to fulfill until Richard’s
sister-like performance offers her a clear script to follow.
Gender boundaries between siblings are further complicated when the children
discover an unfinished letter Mrs. May was writing to her sister, in which she
conveniently describes all the traits and potential flaws of her children. Beginning with
the younger children Mrs. May laments “poor Tom[’s]” “girlishness and
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timidity,” noting that he is bullied by his brother Harry in spite of the fact that his
sister Mary is “his champion” (50). She elaborates:
It is a common saying that Tom and Mary made a mistake, that he is the girl,
and she the boy, for she is a rough, merry creature, and the noisiest in the
house, always skirmishing with Harry in defense of Tom, and yet devoted to
him, and wanting to do everything he does. Those two, Harry and Mary, are
exactly alike, except for Harry's curly mane of lion-coloured wig. The "yellow
haired laddie" is papa's name for Harry, which he does not mind from him,
though furious if the girls attempt to call him so. Harry is the thorough boy of
the family, all spirit and recklessness, and mischief. (50) [emphasis mine]
The sibling-like category is here present at several points, each of which becomes
more complex than the next. In the first place, Tom and Mary are discussed in relation
to one another in order to best reveal their respective characters, which are explicitly
described in nonnormative terms; Tom is the girl and Mary is the boy. More
interesting still is the way in which Mrs. May constructs this description of gender as
if it is a choice made by the children themselves. If a mistake has been made, it is by
Tom and Mary, who have chosen sexual identities that do not align with their
gendered behavior. Mary performs the role of brother as champion and defender,
while Tom’s passivity would seem to naturally place him in the role of sister. Their
respective sibling roles suggest to the mother that one is a boy and the other a girl, but
Mrs. May, far from instilling these gendered habits in her children, writes as though
she has merely been a witness to their actions and decisions. She does not question
their failure to conform to their biological sexual identities with appropriately
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gendered behavior. Rather, she observes their gendered behavior and questions the
sexual identities each child claims. Mrs. May clearly expects that boys and girls
behave in particularly gendered ways but, in her own words, it is not the family that
instills normative behavior, but the children who adopt sexual identities to match their
behavior. When she observes her children and finds that a sister acts like a brother and
a brother like a sister, those categories begin to be nonsensical, and Mrs. May calls
them directly into question. In short, even as Mrs. May attempts to describe her
children along heteronormative lines, she recognizes the fluidity and performativity
inherent in the given categories. When she sees siblings acting like their opposite-sex
siblings, she questions their chosen sexual identity, not her own ability to parent her
children within expected gendered boundaries.
Mrs. May then goes on to emphasize the similarities between Mary and Harry
who, though one is a boy and the other a girl, she claims are “exactly alike” except for
Harry’s long hair. The similarity Mrs. May sees between this son and daughter pair is
not surprising. As we recall from the introduction, “In the nineteenth century, family
ideology saw siblings of both sexes as being more like than unlike one another, even
in looks” (Sanders 81). What is surprising is that the distinguishing feature of a “curly
mane” of hair belongs to the boy, rather than the girl, as well as the fact that Mary is
most like, indeed “exactly like,” “the thorough boy of the family.” This suggests that
Mary is able to perform the role of brother, not just better than her an effeminate
brother Tom, but “exactly like” her most brotherly brother, Harry. Even more so, Mrs.
May suggests that Mary is indeed boyish, with the difference between her and Harry’s
boyishness being a matter of degree, rather than kind. This designation also calls into
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question the degree to which any of Harry’s brothers are boys, since it is relatively less
than he is. Indeed, throughout the text, brothers Norman and Tom are often depicted as
physically and emotionally weaker than their sisters Ethel and Mary, and their sisters
as more assertive and braver than their brothers.15
The final layer of complexity in this description is added a bit later in the
novel, when Harry, on the pretext of finding out what the neighbors think of his
sisters, dons Mary’s clothing and goes calling as “Miss Walkingham.” He not only
tricks the neighbors but, upon returning home, tricks Flora and Margaret as well. They
are both convinced he is a girl, even as they note that Miss Walkingham “had pretty
golden curls and merry blue eyes, rather like Harry’s” (V1 248). Ethel, who guesses
the trick more quickly than her sisters, notes that Harry’s awkwardness in being a girl
is due to the fact that “he had nobody to teach him but Mary” (V1 249). In this crossdressing scene, the “thorough boy of the family” offers a believable performance as a
girl. The “awkwardness” of the performance, the holes in the performance which
nearly give him away as a boy, are attributed not to the fact that he is a boy, but that
his teacher is Mary, who is inept at being a “thorough” girl. In other words, throughout
the novel brothers are described as being like sisters, and sisters like brothers. When
we examine this metaphor head-on, it becomes apparent that the heteronormative
stereotypes on which such claims rest are simultaneously reinforced and critiqued. The
line between what makes a sibling a brother or a sister is blurred so as to render these

15

It has already been noted how Tom is “girlish” and relies on his brave sister Mary to defend him.
Norman is depicted as physically and emotionally weaker than Ethel. In the wake of their mother’s
death, Norman suffers fainting spells and relies on Ethel to take action. He also suffers throughout the
novel from a nervous temperament which is aggravated by the intensity of his studies, studies in
which Ethel easily keeps pace for as long as she allows herself to do so.
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categories nonsensical. Who is a brother and who is a sister comes to be determined,
not by predetermined assignations of sex or family indoctrination, but rather by
gendered performances.
This undoing of normative gendering also occurs in Volume II, when the May
children are several years older and enduring the slow death of their eldest sister,
Margaret. As they watch their sister slip in and out of consciousness, the siblings once
again perform rolls that are necessary for the family but which fail to conform to
expected roles: “Ethel, Richard, and Mary divided between them the watching and the
household cares…and, at the same time, Tom, in a gentle, almost humble manner,
paid a sort of daughter-like attention to the smallest services for his father, as if
already accepting him as his especial charge” (V2, 289). In taking on the roles of
nursing, household chores, and companionship to the father, Richard and Tom
perform daughterly duties without being told. Indeed, the performance of these
“daughter-like” tasks seems to flow spontaneously from their natural strengths and
their established roles within the family. There is no shortage of sisters that would
necessitate that the boys complete these duties. Though Flora is at this point married,
Ethel has made great strides in mastering domestic duties and Mary has proven herself
quite capable as well. Thus, the attempt to frame these actions as “daughter-like”
points once again to the ways in which the gendering of roles undermines its own
premises. Within the family, tasks and duties are completed by those who are naturally
best equipped. In adult life, as in youth, sex is not a straightforward indication of who
is best qualified to perform gendered tasks. Noting moments in the text when male
siblings act like female siblings and vice versa, we can appreciate the gender-fluid
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reading of the family which the text, albeit unconsciously, points to. The family’s
formation and strength rely on the flexibility of its members, on their ability to
perform tasks and fulfill duties across gendered lines.
The complication of gender in the novel extends beyond the biological family
to the conjugal family as well. Just as the biological family relies on a blurring of
gendered categories in order to become a cohesive unit, the conjugal family benefits
from this early training. As siblings learn to be better versions of themselves by
modeling and studying their opposite-sex siblings, they also learn to be better partners
for their future spouses. This is most evident in the dynamic between Norman, Ethel,
and Norman’s eventual wife, Meta Rivers. Just as Ethel is inspired to be a better sister
due to the example of her older brother Richard, Norman learns to be a better brother,
and ultimately a better spouse, thanks to the example of his sister Ethel. Mrs. May’s
initial assessment in Volume One of the similarities between these two is again
helpful:
Norman and Ethel do indeed take after their papa, more than any of the others,
and are much alike. There is the same brilliant cleverness, the same strong
feeling, not easy of demonstration, though impetuous in action; but poor
Ethel’s old foibles, her harum-scarum nature, quick temper, uncouth manners,
and heedlessness of all but one absorbing object, have kept her back… My
great hope is her entire indifference to praise- not approval, but praise. If she
has not come up to her own standard, she works on, not always with a good
temper, but perseveringly[…]It is this independence of praise I would want to
see in her brother and sister [Norman and Flora…]I am afraid [Norman] has
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the love of being foremost, and pride in his superiority, caring for what he is,
compared with others, rather than what he is himself. (V1, 50)
Once again, the physical resemblance between the two opposite-sex siblings is
juxtaposed against the difference in personality—a difference which transgresses the
traditional gender stereotypes of the time. Ethel is quick tempered, uncouth, heedless,
while Norman is prideful, caring too much what others think.
A great deal of Ethel’s energy throughout the novel is spent trying to smooth
her rough edges, to make herself more feminine and docile. In this comparison
between siblings, however, we see yet again that a sibling must become more like the
opposite-sex counterpart in order to become a good family member and a good
member of society. As much as Ethel must become more sister-like, Norman must
become more like his sister. Consider, for example, how each sibling responds in the
face of Mrs. May’s death. Norman, a witness to the accident’s aftermath, is overcome
by nerves as he tries to relay to Ethel what has happened: “He was prevented from
saying more, by chattering teeth and deadly faintness. She tried to support him, but
could only guide him as he sank, till he lay at full length on the floor, where she put a
pillow under his head, and gave him some water” (28). Confounding expected gender
dynamics, Norman is weak and faint in the face of tragedy while Ethel, though also
deeply distraught, is able to support her brother and comfort him with practical
assistance. This dynamic continues throughout the novel; Norman’s brooding, anxietyridden academic study repeatedly contrasts with Ethel’s healthy drive for active selfimprovement and missionary work in the local town of Cocksmoor. Finally, on a
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vacation from school, Norman joins Ethel and Mary on a trip to Cocksmoor and
resolves to follow Ethel’s example of humility and activity:
“It is time to learn not to be fastidious,” he answered. “So if you will
help me-”
“Norman, I am so glad!” said Ethel.
“Yes,” said Norman. “I see now that these things that puff us up, and
seem the whole world to us now, all end in nothing but such as this[…]You
remind me of Mr. Wilmot, saying that the first thing he learnt at his parish was,
how little his people knew; the second, how little he knew.”
So Norman persevered in the homely discipline that he had chosen for
himself, which brought out his deficiency in practical work in a manner which
lowered him in his own eyes, to a degree almost satisfactory to himself. He
was not, indeed, without humility, but his nature was self-contemplative and
self-conscious enough to perceive his superiority of talent, and it had been the
struggle of his life to abase the perception, so that it was actually a relief not to
be obliged to fight with his own complacency in his powers. He had learnt not
to think too highly of himself- he had yet to learn to ‘think soberly.’ His aid
was Ethel’s chief pleasure through this somewhat trying summer.” (V2 17-18)
In learning how to take on more of Ethel’s qualities, Norman disciplines himself to
become a better husband for his future wife, Meta. Sanders notes that in the Victorian
imagination, "Ideally the perfect lover is the closest one can come to an actual blood
brother or sister, the lost comrade twin" (82). The sibling-like category complicates
this insight because sometimes, as in this case, the individual must first become more
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like the sibling of the opposite sex in order to be worthy of the lover. Norman must
overcome his “nature” and “learn” to become more like Ethel. In reeducating himself
to be more like a sister, he prepares himself to be a better husband. More complicated
still, it is specifically the sister’s more masculine qualities which Norman studies and
adopts. Norman must overcome his nature and learn masculinity (in the form of
sobriety, self-discipline, and a critical self-awareness which leads to action) from
Ethel, for whom these traits come naturally. Only after he has mastered the attitude
and habits of his sister is he worthy of Meta’s admiration. Becoming like the oppositesex sibling is central to both the biological and the conjugal family.
As Norman strives to combat his ambitious nature and comes to trade his
dreams of academic honors for devotion to missionary work in New Zealand, Meta
simultaneously prepares herself to be Norman’s wife by striving to be more like Ethel
as well. When Flora May marries Meta’s half-brother George, Meta is adopted
joyfully into the May family, and repeatedly referred to as another May sister (Yonge
59, 72, 124, 136, 202). Meta has all of the feminine qualities Ethel lacks. Her sweettempered disposition and patient willingness to bear small, homely duties cheerfully is
a sharp contrast to Ethel’s easily ruffled spirits and ambitious desire to build a church
and convert all of Cocksmoor from its heathen ways. And yet, in the moments before
Meta accepts Norman’s marriage proposal, she admits that “to be like [Ethel] has
always been her [ambition]” (Vol. 2 247). Meta recognizes that Ethel’s traits, which
the text often portrays as unnatural and contrary to her feminine duty, are valuable,
that Ethel’s activity is a necessary counterpoint to Norman’s tendencies towards
brooding self-reflection and conceit, and that Ethel’s strength and self-discipline are
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essential to Meta’s ability to be useful to Norman in their future life as missionaries. In
striving to be like Ethel, Meta admits to striving to be at once like Norman’s sister,
since that is what Ethel’s biological relationship to Norman is, but also to be like
Norman’s brother, since that is often the role Ethel performs. Once again, the siblinglike marks a place where gender fluidity is essential to the family, even in the
heteronormative iteration of a man and woman engaged to become Christian
missionaries.
The final example I will offer of how important gender fluid bonds between
siblings are to the family is of Flora. Flora’s case is unique because she is not like any
of her brothers, and she and her husband George ultimately suffer deeply because of it.
Failing to bond with and model herself after her brothers, Flora finds herself
unprepared for marriage and motherhood and loses her infant baby. As a figure of
what Coventry Patmore once famously termed the “angel in the house,” Flora’s
performance of sisterly roles throughout the novel is flawless. And yet, her marriage
cannot be fruitful until she learns to renounce her feminine perfection and bond more
deeply with her siblings. From childhood, Flora is not particularly close with any of
her brothers, and even her relationship with her sister, Margaret, is distant in
comparison to the intimacy her other siblings share. Flora is herself aware, sometimes
painfully so, of this distance. The narrator notes, “she had before been sensible that,
superior in discretion and effectiveness as she was acknowledged to be, she did not
share so much of the confidence and sympathy as some of the others” (282). Flora
seems to be the womanly ideal of the Victorian imagination. She devotes herself
entirely to domestic duties and social calls. Her participation in Ethel’s missionary
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work is properly feminine, as she leads the local ladies’ group in charitable efforts for
Cocksmoor. She marries George Rivers, who is her social superior, securing financial
stability for herself and hoping that her greater social standing will allow her to help
her siblings’ prospects as well (78,86, 95). Despite all these markers of conforming to
the social ideal, Flora is punished severely. She watches her baby die in her father’s
arms because her father has deemed her unworthy to hold her own child. The official
cause of death is opium. However, Flora’s dedication to her husband’s political career,
rather than the needs of her baby, is blamed as the reason why the nanny was able to
dispense the drug so liberally. This is, of course, the very thing Mrs. May had warned
of. Flora’s desire for praise, albeit through her husband’s public success, is equal to
Norman’s but, unlike him, she has failed to bond with a sibling, and so missed the
opportunity to curb her faults until it is too late.
Just as Ethel needed to learn how to be a better sister by observing her sisterlike brother Richard, and Norman how to be a better husband by observing his
brother-like sister Ethel, so Flora should have learned how to be a better wife by
observing Ethel. There is, however, some redemption for Flora, when she finally
learns to appreciate the value of the sibling-like bond. After spending a long time in
deep mourning for her lost daughter (and later her sister Margaret), Flora is reunited
with Ethel. As the sisters embrace, the bond between siblings once again transgresses
gendered boundaries. Ethel is referred to by the pet name King, which is indicative of
the more masculine qualities which have proven to be of so much use to Norman and
could have been so beneficial to Flora:

88

Either the recurrence to nursery language, or the mere sisterly touch
after long separation, seemed to annihilate all the imaginary mutual dread, and,
as Ethel bent lower and lower, and Flora’s arms were round her, the only
feeling was of being together again, and both at once made the childish gesture
of affection, and murmured the old pet names of ‘Flossy,’ and ‘King,’ that
belonged to almost forgotten days, when they were baby sisters, then kissed
each other again. (298)
The “recurrence to nursery language” opens up once again the idea of the nursery as a
gender-fluid space in which Ethel can be “King” and siblings can relate to one another
without competing within a gendered binary. Flora may have been better at fulfilling
the role of the sister, but this did not make her a better sibling. In recognizing her own
flaws and embracing Ethel as the beloved sibling she is, rather than as an incompetent,
“inferior” sister, Flora finally begins the road to self-improvement (297). Both sisters
believed Ethel to be inept at sisterly duties, but Flora only becomes the best version of
herself, and is only able to properly care for her husband and second child, after she
renounces her prideful self-identification as a better sister and instead learns to
embrace her brother-like sister as an equally important sibling.
In conclusion, by observing the sibling-like relationships in The Daisy Chain
we are able to see the ways in which a literary construction meant to reify a
heteronormative family dynamic critiques its own assumptions regarding
stereotypically gendered behaviors. In this novel, biological siblings of the opposite
sex are like one another, but they are also more like their opposite-sex designation
than the one they were born with: brothers are more like sisters than their other
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brothers, sisters are more like brothers. Roles essential to the family are filled by
whichever sibling is best able to rise to the occasion, and one’s dexterity in completing
gendered tasks does necessarily correspond to the sex with which one is born. In short,
gender is performed. The greater a character’s ability to be flexible, to perform tasks
beyond the limited scope gender stereotypes would dictate, the greater that character’s
contribution to the family. Siblings who strive to be like one another have a greater
chance of success, not only in helping their biological family, but also in preparing
themselves for successful, fruitful heterosexual marriages. Thus, if the conjugal unit is
the cornerstone of the Victorian imagination’s conception of the family, its success
depends first on the cement of intimate, gender-fluid bonds established in the nursery
years.

A Genuine Boy
In Sarah Grand’s The Heavenly Twins, as in The Daisy Chain, the sibling-like
category marks the ways in which the heteronormative family relies on gender fluidity
in order to thrive. As with so many of the sibling pairs in The Daisy Chain, twins
Angelica and Diavolo challenge normative gender expectations, with Angelica
exhibiting qualities of aggression and leadership and Diavolo happily accepting the
role of passive, subservient sibling. In youth, this gender fluidity calls various social
practices into question, as the twins denounce the laws of entail and demand equal
educational opportunities, among others. In adulthood, however, the sibling-like
category is pushed to its limits, as Angelica is not only like, but disguises herself as,
and arguably becomes, her brother. When she is finally found out, not through a flaw
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in her performance but because of a boating accident which causes her disguise to be
removed, Angelica insists that the performance had become a reality: "I tell you I was
a genuine boy. I moved like a boy, I felt like a boy; I was my own brother in very
truth. Mentally and morally, I was exactly what you thought me" (456). For Angelica,
the sibling-like becomes the sibling; the metaphor becomes a reality. As in The Daisy
Chain, the ability of siblings to be like and, in this case, even to become opposite-sex
siblings, is depicted as integral to Victorian family life. Thus, attention to the siblinglike category as it is used to mark similarities between biological siblings brings into
focus the concept of the Victorian family as inherently gender fluid. The Victorian
family depends on boys and girls acting like one another.16
From the moment twins Angelica and Diavolo enter the narrative they vividly
embody how meaningless the gendered categories of “brother” and “sister” become
when siblings look and act alike and have spent enough time together to see each other
as equals, if not interchangeable, or even two members of the same being.
Complicating gender norms even more than with the usual trope of saying the twins
look alike, the narrator informs the reader that:
The twins were like in appearance, but not nearly so much as twins usually
are. It would have been quite easy to distinguish them apart, even if one had
not been dark and the other fair, and for this mercy everybody connected with
them had reason to be thankful, for as soon as they reached the age of active
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It is important to note that I am not arguing the family simply accepts an anomalous kind of bond,
but that this sibling-like bond is central to the maintenance of the family. In On Sibling Love, Queer
Attachment, and American Writing, Denis Flannery makes this same argument, though in another
context: "This is not simply a question of acceptance or accommodation of the queer subject by the
familial monolith but a question of that monolith's- often surprisingly vocal- need for its queer
members" (6).
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indiscretion they would certainly have got themselves mixed if they could.
Angelica was the dark one, and she was also the elder, taller, stronger, and
wickeder of the two, the organizer and commander of every expedition. (237)
Here, it is what makes the twins different, rather than alike, which is of special
interest. The visible difference between the brother and sister is marked by gendered
traits, but is Angelica, the girl, who exhibits masculine features and behaviors of
darkness, strength, and wickedness. Diavolo, the boy, exhibits traits considered more
feminine, being fair and obedient to his sister. Rather than finding this gender crossover problematic, their family and friends consider it “a mercy” to be thankful for, as
the children would otherwise “certainly have got themselves mixed if they could.”
This phrasing is similar to Mrs. May’s assertion that “Tom and Mary made a mistake”
in deciding which was the boy and which the girl. The choice of “mixing” themselves
is up to the twins. The family, far from enforcing gender norms, is a witness to how
the children negotiate their own gender identities. On the one hand, it could be argued
that “everyone connected with them” considers the ability to distinguish between the
boy and the girl a “mercy” because they are resistant to the idea of boys and girls
mixing, i.e. challenging normative boundaries of gender and sexuality. On the other
hand, the fear marks the awareness of the possibility. As Law argues in The Social Life
of Fluids, “it was precisely the increasing scientific and civic claims on and about
fluids that prompted an uneasy sense of their manipulability: fantasies about
controlling fluids became inextricably bound up with fantasies of their infinite
fungibility” (2). So too, I argue, at the precise moment in which the Victorians were,
as Davidoff puts it, “forcefully imprinting gender differentiation,” the Victorian
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imagination was also consumed with the "infinite fungibility" of these categories
(Davidoff 121). What is more, the possibility that these categories could be fluid rises
from within the family itself, organically from the relationships that siblings form
between themselves. Even in a text known to be a defense of the New Woman, it is
not necessary for a New Woman figure to enter the scene and expound upon new
kinds of relations and dynamics. It is no radical outsider who persuades Angelica that
women can and should be treated equally. The truth of this logic is inherent in how the
twins grow up and how they relate to one another in early childhood. This is important
because it means the critique of the family comes from within the family itself. The
irony of a text like The Daisy Chain, which is driven towards a return to patriarchal
family values, offering its own critique is obvious. Though more subtle here, the irony
is still present. A text eager to denounce the patriarchal family values which would
keep women trapped in a cycle of helpless ignorance and reliance upon men still turns
to the internal logic of the family, and of the sibling-like relationship specifically, as
the best means of pointing out the fragility of normative, gendered boundaries.
As the twins show, the fungibility between heteronormative categories of
gender and sex quickly spills beyond the family to critique the laws and social
practices which seek to perpetuate heteronormative practices. When Evadne, another
New Woman figure in the novel, asks the twins why they fight each other every time
they see their father leave on horseback Angelica explains: "You see, I'm the eldest,
but Diavolo's a boy, so he gets the property because of the entail, and we neither of us
think it fair; so we fight for it, and whichever wins is to have it. I won the last battle,
so it's mine just now; but Diavolo may win it back if we fight again before papa dies"
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(28). The battle between the twins, which the narrator assures us is always carried out
on mutually agreeable and extremely chivalrous terms, follows the sibling logic
established in the early nursery years. Angelica and Diavolo have developed their own
sense of equality and justice, one that does not acknowledge sex as an appropriate
determination for preferential economic treatment.
In the schoolroom, the twins again reject gendered treatment, this time
demanding equal, ungendered education. When the twins outgrow their nursery
governess their father, Mr. Hamilton-Wells, follows Victorian social custom, which
dictates the “superior education of boys” (Grand 123).17 He arranges for Angelica to
have a more advanced governess and Diavolo a proper tutor. When Diavolo asks
Angelica if they like having different teachers, she decidedly informs him they do not.
Accordingly, the twins refuse to do their own lessons and instead complete one
another’s. When the tutor asks what is going on, Angelica matter-of-factly explains:
"Please sir,” she said, “there must have been some mistake. Diavolo and I find that
we were mixed somehow wrong, and I got his mind and he got mine. I can do his
lessons quite easily, but I can't do my own; and he can do mine, but he can’t do
these” holding up the books. “It’s like this you see. I can’t learn from a lady, and
he can’t learn from a man. So I’m going to be your pupil, and he’s going to be
Miss Apsley’s. You don’t understand twins, I expect. It’s always awkward with
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According to Davidoff, “Whatever the venue, around the age of 7 the subjects taught to girls and
boys began to diverge. In the higher ranks, the essential marker was the introduction of boys to
classical studies, while the girls continued with a mixture of history, geography, basic arithmetic, and
languages, except for some Nonconformist schools with a broader curriculum. A smattering of
daughters would be taught some Latin, mainly to enable them to teach their younger siblings. But
generally Latin and Greek remained arcane mysteries associated with middle- and upper-class
masculinity” (65-66).
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them; there’s so often something wrong. With us, you know, the fact of the matter
is that I am Diavolo and he is me." (124)
While the earlier passage introducing the twins suggests that the differences between
these siblings prevents their getting “mixed,” that is clearly not the case. Educated
together in youth, the twins know that if anyone excels in learning it is Angelica. They
demand that their education reflect their aptitude, rather than their sex. Again, it is the
sibling-like category which brings out the unique humor of Angelica’s argument.
Equal education for boys and girls is not something which dawns on Angelica because
she has been told by an outsider to demand it or because, like Evadne, she has read
and seen examples of the troubling fates that befall women who fail to educate
themselves. Rather, it is Angelica’s intuitive assessment, based on her superior
intellect relative to Diavolo, that she is capable of, and entitled to, an education equal
to her brother’s. She and Diavolo therefore begin their protest by performing the
inability to learn gendered subjects, hyperbolically failing to understand materials it is
expected only boys or girls, respectively, could learn. Of course, they mix up the
expectation; Angelica “can’t” learn what it is expected a girl should learn from an
appropriate governess, and Diavolo is incapable of mastering material it is expected a
boy should master with his tutor. Angelica argues that a mistake has been made but
the humor lies in where she situates that mistake. Rather than openly critique the
social practice of gendered education, Angelica precociously remarks that it must be
the brains of the brother and sister that have been mixed up. She thinks like a boy, and
Diavolo thinks like a girl. She must therefore learn from a tutor, and he from a
governess. But this is not all. The humor of the passage reaches its climax as Angelica
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concludes, “I am Diavolo and he is me." Pointing out the absurdity of basing the
children’s education on their sex, rather than their abilities, Angelica sarcastically
remarks that if she is capable of doing Diavolo’s lessons and he hers, the only possible
explanation must therefore be that they are each other.
That Angelica is being ironic becomes abundantly clear only a few paragraphs
later, when their father, desperate to put an end to the twins antics, asks what they
want, and Diavolo responds point blank: “we don’t think it’s fair for Angelica to only
have a beastly governess to teach her when she knows as much as I do and is a
precious sight sharper” (127). The desire for equal educational opportunity stems
organically from the experience the twins have of understanding their capabilities in
terms relative to one another. It is clear that if one of the twins is inept at
“mathematics and Latin and Greek,” the very subjects which Davidoff points out were
emblematic of Victorian middle-class masculinity, that twin is Diavolo (Grand 127).
To deny Angelica an education that Diavolo is unable to master without her assistance
is deemed by the twins to be nonsensical and unacceptable. They therefore perform
the gendered lessons of the opposite sex until the adults around them accede to their
superior logic. In short, the twins first note the ways in which they are not alike:
Angelica is smarter than Diavolo and better able to complete “masculine” lessons.
They therefore believe their education should be equal, with both learning from the
same tutor. Rather than citing a treatise for radical education reform, Angelica
unravels the father’s plan of gendered education by showing how frayed is the logic
which would try to categorize the children’s abilities according to sex, rather than
demonstrated intelligence. According to societal logic, if she can do lessons only boys
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can do, then she who can do the lessons must be a boy, must have her brother’s mind,
must, indeed, be her brother. As the categories of brother and sister become
meaningless in the chaotic mixing of minds and selves, so too the absurdity of a
gendered educational system becomes evident. The critique of educational social
norms does not arise from radical outsiders, but from the very foundational familial
relationship of the sibling, and the inherent logic of that bond as it appears to the
siblings within it.
Thus far, I have argued that the sibling-like category underscores the fluidity of
gendered categories in the Victorian imagination, and that this fluidity offers
important critiques of gendered practices both within the family and within larger
society. Rather than using the distance of the protagonist’s move away from the family
as a measurement of individual progress, novelists who explore the sibling-like
category show how the Victorian family could be rooted in a sibling-like logic that
calls heteronormative family practices into question. This is ironic in a text that
otherwise seeks to uphold heteronormative ideals. As in The Daisy Chain, such ideals
are undermined by the gender-fluid relations on which the May family depends for its
own continuation. It is no less curious that the New Woman’s drive to reform and/or
escape from the family’s heteronormative practices is spurred by a sibling-like logic
developed within the family itself. In either case, the family, in light of the sibling-like
category, can no longer be read simply as a static marker of values. The centrality of
the sibling-like bond to the family encourages us to read the family as also an ongoing
process of self-criticism. Whether driven to perpetuate or reject heteronormative
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ideals, the family is cemented by a fluid bond that pulls ambivalently between gender
and sexual identities and so undoes the very categories it purportedly upholds.

The Sibling-like and the New Woman
In The Heavenly Twins, the sibling-like category becomes an end goal which
heteronormative practices work to support. The broken system, heteronormativity,
becomes driven to strengthen the sibling bond, and thereby bolsters its own critique.
This reading becomes possible when we place the marriage plots of Edith and Evadne
in conversation with the development of Angelica and Diavolo’s sibling bond as it
wanes and waxes in adulthood. The sibling bond takes a hard hit as the twins reach
puberty and, for a while, the systems that Angelica and Diavolo have battled in their
childhood overwhelm them, driving them apart. Attempting to recover a bond like the
one she once shared with her brother, Angelica dresses as her brother and secures an
intimate, brother-like friendship with the Tenor. If the blurred lines between the twins’
gender and sexual identities critique the heteronormative system, Angelica’s
performance and, as she argues, becoming of, her brother buck the system altogether.
But, again, this performance and the bond it evokes lead not farther from, but back to
the family in its sibling state. Perhaps even more noteworthy is the fact that the second
marriage of Evadne is the only marriage that seems compatible with the New Woman
and is the only one fruitful enough to bear viable offspring. It is an idealized marriage,
made possible by the critique the sibling-like bond offers throughout the text. It is not,
however, offered as the ultimate revision of marriage. On the contrary, the highest
hope of this marriage is that it can make life “endurable” to Evadne (679). The
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greatest gift of this marriage is not that it offers Evadne an escape from the family, but
that it finally revives the intimacy between Angelica and Diavolo. The heterosexual
marriage receives second place in importance, depicted as the means to an end, rather
than an end in itself. The only way for the heteronormative to succeed, then, is by
sustaining its own self-criticism.
Book III: “Development and Arrest of Development” opens with the marriage
of Edith, the third heroine of the text, who marries a man she knows very little about,
contracts a venereal disease from him, births a disease-ridden baby who soon dies,
and, ultimately, dies herself. Fortuitously, it also opens with discord between the
twins. I have so far discussed the sibling-like bond in so far as it marks the ways in
which opposite-sex siblings are like and unlike one another. In The Heavenly Twins,
the sibling-like bond also stands as a measure for how similar the relationship between
heterosexual marriage partners is to the relationship between a brother and sister. The
novel is quick to prioritize the relationship between siblings before they fully identify
with the gendered categories of brother and sister as the healthier connection. Once
the twins reach puberty and the strictures of gendering begin to overwhelm their innate
sense of oneness, they become embroiled in “those quarrels in which people are
hottest and bitterest, not because of their hate, but because of their love for each other"
(243). Though the twins still care deeply for one another, the categories of “girl” and
“boy” become a wedge between them so that, as brother and sister, they can no longer
overcome differences that arise between them. These quarrels are explicitly linked to
marital issues.
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The breaking point comes when Angelica first wears a long dress, a marker of
her emerging womanhood.18 At the sight of his twin attending dinner in the dress
which officially marks his sibling as his sister, “Diavolo would not look at her a
second time. One glimpse had been enough for him, and during the whole of dinner he
never raised his eyes[...later Mr. Ellis] found him in the schoolroom, crying as if his
heart would break, his slender frame all shaken with great convulsive sobs" (274). The
intensity of Diavolo’s sorrow is proportional to how momentous the occasion is.
Angelica’s clothing symbolizes the end of her childhood and marks her entrance into
the highly gendered role of a single young woman. Diavolo therefore assumes this will
also mark the end of their intimacy, which was largely predicated on their
interchangeability. Angelica’s determination to resist this fate is worth noting at
length:
Before very long, however, Angelica burst in upon them, with her hair
down, and in the shortest and oldest dress she possessed. Her passionate love
for her brother had always been the great hopeful and redeeming point of her
character, and if she did show it principally by banging his head she never
meant to hurt him. Almost any other sister would have owed him a grudge for
not admiring her in her first fine gown, and so spoiling her pleasure; but
Angelica saw that he was thinking of the old days that were over, and she
thought only of the pain he was suffering on that account[…]When she entered
the schoolroom, she threw herself on her knees beside Diavolo and hugged him
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For detailed description of the gendering of children via clothing, see Davidoff, Thicker than Water,
65.
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tight, as if she had been going to lose him altogether, or he had just escaped
from a great danger.
“I won’t wear long dresses if you don’t like them,” she protested.
“Well you can’t go about like that,” he grumbled, recovering himself
the moment he felt her close to him again, and struck by a sense of impropriety
in her short skirt after the grown-up appearance she had presented in the long
one. “You look like a beggar.”
“Well, if I do wear a long one,” she declared, it shall only be a
disguise.” (275)

Angelica expresses her “passionate love for her brother” in terms that clearly reject the
gendering which would separate them into discreet categories. Going to him in her
“shortest and oldest dress” signifies that she appears as young as possible, as far as
possible from the signs of womanhood which would mark her as sister, rather than
twin sibling. As she “bursts” into the room and “throws” herself before Diavolo to hug
him she evokes all the physicality of their childhood and the masculine energies which
made her the dominant and physically superior of the two. This display of strength and
energy is a sharp contrast to the femininity of Diavolo’s response to the situation.
While at the sight of the long dress he becomes quiet and downcast and slips silently
out of the room to weep, Angelica remains full of decision and energy, eager to protect
and comfort. In this pivotal moment, the organic dynamic of the twins is clearly one
that does not conform to the gendered norms which Angelica’s dress signifies should
now be in play. The hug also foreshadows the forthcoming separation, as the twins
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struggle to navigate a relationship in which the norms they have so long rejected are
no longer avoidable.
With the declaration that the dress will only be a disguise, Angelica attempts to
rob the symbol of its meaning, to conform to societal gendering norms without letting
the performance of the norm affect the sibling relationship. This temporarily comforts
the twins and they again enter their usual embrace, “sitting together in their favorite
position on the same chair, with their arms around each other and Angelica’s dark
head slanted so as to lean against Diavolo’s fair one” (276). Nevertheless, they soon
find that the performance of gender norms quickly rewrites the script of their
relationship, driving them apart. Angelica explains the estrangement; “When we were
younger we used to-settle our differences- at once, and have done with them. But now
that I am in long dresses Diavolo won't do that, so we have to sulk like married
people" (287). The time Angelica marks with the phrase “when we were younger” is
the pre-gendered time, the time when they related to one another as twins, without
thought for the gendered categories of brother and sister and how those categories
inherently lead to some degree of separation between the two. Importantly, Angelica
draws an explicit connection between the gendered, and therefore fractured, sibling
relationship and marriage.
When Book IV, “The Tenor and the Boy- An Interlude” opens, the rift between
the twins has widened into a gulf. Angelica has married Mr. Kilroy, to whom she
proposed with the demand “and let me do as I like” (321). Though, since Mr. Kilroy
does indeed give her free reign, Angelica is mostly content with the arrangement, she
misses the intimacy she once shared with Diavolo. At first in an effort to simply
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distract herself, and soon in an active attempt to recreate the lost intimacy, Angelica
disguises herself as Diavolo and appears before the Tenor, cultivating a brother-like
relationship with him. In this book, and in the rest of the novel, Angelica’s sibling-like
bond with the Tenor is of import, not because it involves cross dressing or
homoeroticism, but because a non-sexual, sibling-like desire emerges. This desire is
not only depicted as equal to heterosexual desire in importance, but also turns out to
be essential to the propagation of the heteronormative family. Yes, Angelica’s
performance of manhood transgresses normative values, but, even more importantly,
normative values are shown to be dependent upon this and similar performances.
Holly Furneaux’s concept of sibling triangulation offers a particularly helpful
framework for understanding homo- and heterosexual desires in conversation, rather
than opposition with, one another. Furneaux argues that Dickens' plots frequently
include a homoerotic attraction between men which is resolved when one man marries
the other man's sister, so securing the relationship of brother-in-law between the men.
Furneaux explains that this renders Dickens queer precisely because he envisions this
union of homoerotic desire as a fitting motive for heterosexual marriage. In her own
words: "Domestic ideologies of siblinghood allowed both fictional men and their
historical counterparts to create a homoerotically motivated family of choice through
betrothal to the suggestively similar sister of their closest male friend" (109). This
move is queer, she argues, “not in [its] rendering of a scenario which transgresses an
always imagined family norm, but in [its] fascination with the possible congruity of
opposite-sex and same-sex desire within marriage and family" (107, emphasis in
original).
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The plot of Book IV seems to fit Furneaux’s model of sibling triangulation
quite easily. During the days Angelica, as herself, attends services where the Tenor
sings, and he finds himself attracted to her. When she begins to visit the Tenor at night
disguised as The Boy, the Tenor “look[s] for him continually both day and night, his
thoughts being pretty equally divided between him and the lady [Angelica] whose
brilliant glance had had such a magical effect upon him" (383, 380). When the Tenor
notices similarities between The Boy and Angelica, The Boy admits they are brother
and sister. The narrator informs us, "When next the Tenor saw Angelica after he had
learnt that she was the Boy's sister, he felt that a new interest had been added to her
attractions" (384). As the “confidential relations” between the Tenor and The Boy
grow, the Tenor’s fascination with and romantic idealization of Angelica grows
correspondingly (383). Though ostensibly the Tenor is romantically attracted to
Angelica in her female form, he does not deny or qualify The Boy’s assertion: “I am
sure you love me […] Your life was not worth living until I came and you could not
live without me now” (400). In short, the Tenor finds that the more intimate he
becomes with The Boy, the more he fantasizes about marriage to The Boy’s sister,
which would solidify a lasting relationship of brother-in-law with The Boy. In
Furneaux’s model, the relationship between the Tenor, The Boy, and Angelica is queer
insofar as the homoerotic attraction the Tenor feels for The Boy is a valid motivation
for the Tenor to marry Angelica. One cannot exactly say, however, that the Tenor, in
loving Angelica, is displacing homoerotic desire for the brother, as the brother is really
Angelica. Nor can one say that his love for The Boy is a displacement of heterosexual
desire, for the same reason. There is something decidedly more complicated than
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Furneaux’s triangulation going on. As Hager notes, while it is important to observe
how gender performativity serves as “early examples of lesbian and gay erotic desire
and relationships…it is just as important that we begin to better parse out the
relationship between gender identity and sexuality as separate but related concepts in
Victorian. literary culture so as to better understand the full range of nineteenth
century gender identities and sexualities” (40). The sibling-like category asks that we
consider Angelica’s gender performativity, not as a demonstration of queer or gay
erotics, but as an ambivalent engagement with gender identity rooted in the experience
of siblinghood.
The Tenor cannot at first express what it is about The Boy that he finds so
attractive, but when he attempts to explain himself his words are suggestive of a desire
for a sibling-like bond. He confesses to The Boy “I have begun to feel a want, though I
scarcely know of what- of companionship, perhaps" (370). This reading is bolstered
by the certainty that a sibling-like relationship is exactly what Angelica desires. As
The Boy, she instructs the Tenor: "don't make a stranger of me[...]treat me like a
younger brother. You make me feel that I have succeeded in establishing confidential
relations between us, which is what I want" (383). Angelica is desperate to recover the
kind of “confidential” relationship she and Diavolo shared in their youth. As they
grow older and the gendered expectations of society wear on their relationship, they
grow apart. Seeking to fill the void, Angelica defies gendered norms entirely, dressing
as and becoming her brother, and then cultivating a relationship with a man so that, as
brothers, they can share the sibling bond denied to them because of their opposite
sexes.
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It is important to emphasize that Angelica is not motivated by either homo- or
heterosexual desire. She is content with her marriage to Dr. Kilroy. The narrator tells
us that she confides to Dr. Kilroy things she wouldn't share with anyone else, “not
even excepting Diavolo" (467). And yet, she still craves her bond with Diavolo. After
a mishap in which their rowboat turns over, the Tenor discovers that The Boy is, in
fact, Angelica, and a great deal of dialogue is dedicated to Angelica trying to explain
why she tricked him as she did. It quickly becomes apparent that her desire is to buck
the system which genders her, and so prevents her from living a life of meaning and
genuine companionship in which she can be her true self. Of the danger of being
arrested for masquerade Angelica says dismissively: “it was danger without danger for
me, because I knew I should be mistaken for my brother. Our own parents do not
know us apart when we are dressed alike” (452). She elaborates further “"I assumed
his manner and habits when I put these things on, imitated him in everything, tried to
think his thoughts, and looked at myself from his point of view; in fact my difficulty
was to remember that I was not him. I used to forget sometimes and think I was"
(452). In her own mind, Angelica’s transformation has been genuine, and again she
insists "I tell you I was a genuine boy. I moved like a boy, I felt like a boy; I was my
own brother in very truth. Mentally and morally, I was exactly what you thought
me" (456). Angelica’s intimacy with Diavolo in youth enables her to perform the role
of her brother so that her performance is indistinguishable from reality, even for her.
She is so like her brother that she is him. This enables her to live in adulthood the life
of freedom she was able to enjoy with Diavolo in childhood.
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As Angelica tries to explain to the Tenor why she needed to disguise herself as
a boy in order to find meaning and purpose, the Tenor struggles to understand. He
begs, “Why should you have chosen this impossible form of amusement in
particular?” (455). Angelica’s response indicates that recovering a sibling-like bond is
an essential part of living a life beyond the gendered expectations of her sex. She
explains:
“it is impossible for a woman to devote herself to people for whom there is
nothing to be done, who don’t want her devotion; and besides, devotion wasn’t
my vocation. But, after all,” she broke off, defending herself, “I only arrived at
this by slow degrees, and I never should have come so far at all if Diavolo had
stuck to me; but he got into a state of don’t-care-and-can’t-be-bothered, and
separated his work from mine by going to Sandhurst. Then I found myself
alone, and you cannot think how a woman must suffer from the awful
loneliness of a life like mine when I had no one near me in the sense in which
Diavolo has always been near, a life that is full of acquaintances as a cake is
full of currents, no two of which ever touch each other.” (455)
What also becomes clear in her explanation is that “the sense in which Diavolo has
always been near” is directly related to gender. As long as Diavolo and Angelica are
able to relate to one another as twins they shared an intimacy which enables Angelica
to be entirely herself. But, as societal expectations press her into a stultifying life of
buried talents, Angelica finds herself pushed apart from her brother, and none of the
relationships she makes as a woman measure up to the relationship she enjoyed as a
twin. In acting like and becoming her brother, and in securing a brother-like bond with
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the Tenor, Angelica enjoys a life of activity and adventure denied to women. She is
also able to recover a sibling-like bond with the Tenor that almost fills the gap left by
Diavolo, but she is only able to do so by acting within the freedom allowed her when
she is like her brother. This is because, as Angelica argues, men are incapable of
conversing sincerely with a woman. She explains to the Tenor: “the fault is in your
training; you are all of you educated deliberately to think of women chiefly as of the
opposite sex[…] Now, with you alone of all men, not excepting Diavolo, I almost
think I have been on an equal footing” (458). In training men to think of women as the
opposite of men, society has made it nearly impossible for Angelica to converse with a
man beyond the context of heterosexual identity. Even the freedom Angelica enjoys
with Diavolo in childhood falls prey to this dynamic; it is the very reason they are
pushed apart when Angelica assumes the long dress. In acting like her brother and
cultivating a sibling-like bond, Angelica sees the opportunity to move even beyond the
bond she shared with Diavolo and experience still more freedom and intimacy.
But, again, this intimacy is neither romantic nor homoerotic. When Mr. Kilroy
suggests that, if she had been single, she would have married the Tenor, Angelica
insists “I should never have wanted to marry him. Can't I make you understand? The
side of my nature which I turned to him as The Boy is the only one he has touched,
and I could never care for him in any other relation” (483). The relation she shares
with the Tenor is motivated by a desire for a sibling-like relationship, for a bond
which is not rooted in sexual desire, for a bond which uses gender fluidity as a means
of connection outside of a homo/heterosexual binary. Angelica tries to explain that this
relation allows her to love the Tenor without being in love with him. Mr. Kilroy, still
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under the impression that Angelica’s confession is a fictional story, despite her many
protestations to the contrary, dismissively declares this platonic feeling to be the best
emotion because “it is so much less commonplace” (487). Just as with the Tenor,
Angelica is unable to make her husband truly appreciate what it is about the
relationship between the Tenor and The Boy that is so satisfying.
In despair, Angelica reflects that Diavolo, had he been with her, would have
understood. The narrator describes her anguish: "she tried to imagine what it would be
to have Diavolo with her in her present mood, and instantly a squall of conflicting
emotions burst in her breast, angry emotions for the most part, because he was no
longer with her in either sense of the word, because he was indifferent to all that
concerned her inmost soul, and was content to live like a lady himself, a trivial idle
life" (487). The language of “inmost soul” is telling. The bond with Diavolo runs
deep, and this very intimacy is what enables her to become him and what motivates
her to cultivate a sibling-like bond with the Tenor. In acting like and becoming her
brother, Angelica uses the sibling-like as a means towards securing the kind of life and
relationship she desires as a New Woman. When Angelica is a child, the sibling bond
inspires and enables equal educational opportunity. So too, when she is an adult, the
sibling-like bond, (both insofar as Angelica is like her brother and her brother-like
bond with the Tenor) enables freedom of movement, self-expression, and deep
companionship. As The Boy she can move freely, and she can converse with a man in
a meaningful way that is not motivated by sexual desire. But, in a devastating twist for
Angelica, there is no opportunity to see if the brother-like bond with the Tenor can
continue after he discovers she is a woman. Frail from long nights spent awake with

109

The Boy, the Tenor falls ill after rescuing Angelica in the boating accident. He dies
before she can see him again. Instead of focusing on this new relationship, then, the
novel returns the reader’s attention to how this experience influences Angelica’s
existing relationships with husband and brother. This is not an indication that the
sibling-like bond is unsustainable. On the contrary, Angelica returns to the normative
roles of wife and sister deeply changed, and better able to perform her duties. As in
The Daisy Chain, acting like the opposite-sex sibling allows her to better fulfill
normative expectations. Grand takes things one step further. In the novel’s conclusion,
it becomes clear that the sibling-like bond is also valuable in and of itself, not simply
for how it can serve normative relationships. What is more, heteronormative marriage
itself becomes a method for preserving and strengthening the sibling-like bond.

Marriage in the Service of the Sibling Bond
Valerie Sanders argues that The Heavenly Twins’ “surreal interlude of
crossdressing” is undercut by the returned focus to Angelica’s wifely duties: “[f]or
sisters impersonating their brothers, the promise of escape from the constraints of
femininity proves equally empty, as Angelica has to abandon her brother’s clothes and
be a good wife” (146, 153). Indeed, there are several reasons why one might agree
with Sanders and assume that the remainder of the novel subverts the progress
Angelica makes as a New Woman during her time as The Boy. In the first place, the
book following “The Tenor and The Boy-An Interlude” is titled “Mrs. Kilroy of
Ilverthorpe.” This invokes Angelica’s married name and places much of the discussion
surrounding how Angelica understands and processes her experience as The Boy
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within the context of a wife confessing her escapades to a husband. Second, the
immediate result of Angelica’s discovery of the Tenor’s death is that she rediscovers
her love for her husband and rededicates herself to him. Finally, the final book, told
from the medical perspective of Dr. Galbraith, discusses the permanent emotional
damage Evadne’s first marriage has done to her psyche. Evadne is a strong New
Woman figure in the beginning of the book who refuses to consummate her marriage
when she discovers her husband to be unworthy and only agrees to live with him as
friends. By the end, she is a broken creature. Though she outlives this unworthy
husband and marries the kind-hearted Dr. Galbraith, she nearly kills herself while
pregnant with Dr. Galbraith’s baby. Fixated on memories of her friend Edith, who
suffered and died as a result of syphilis given to her by her husband, Evadne fears
bringing another girl into the world, even when she knows her own husband to be a
worthy man. She is saved only just in time by Dr. Galbraith’s discovery of her in the
act. Though some happiness returns to her life, the very last words of the novel are Dr.
Galbraith’s bleak hope that he can have the power to make Evadne’s life “endurable”
(679). Given that, of the three heroines of the novel, Edith dies, Evadne is capable
only of a sheltered, voiceless life narrated by her husband, and Angelica is
recommitted to her marriage, it might seem that the New Woman fails to break free of
the family and secure her independence. The sibling-like category, however, places
this ending, and so our understanding of the relationship between family and genre, in
a much different light.
One of the ongoing plots of the novel is Diavolo’s passionate love for Evadne.
From the time he is a young boy, he declares his love for her. Being significantly her
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junior, his romantic overtures are dismissed as boyish tokens of affection. It is only
after Evadne’s first husband has died and she has accepted Dr. Galbraith’s proposal
that the depth of his passion becomes evident to those around him. Crushed to have
missed a second opportunity for Evadne’s hand, Diavolo lives a more sobered,
meaningful life, caring for his grandfather and, importantly, reestablishing his prior
intimacy with Angelica. Dr. Galbraith explains it thus: "And then, again, [Angelica]
has Diavolo. The close friendship between them, which had been interrupted for some
years, was renewed again in some inexplicable way by the effect of my marriage on
Diavolo, and since then they have been as inseparable as their respective duties to
husband and grandfather allow. And so the web of life is woven" (669). The close
friendship, interrupted in the years when the twins become gendered into brother and
sister and are forced into separate modes of life, is reinstated when Diavolo is no
longer distracted by sexual passion for Evadne. The marriage between Evadne and Dr.
Galbraith works in the service of the sibling bond, bringing the twins together again,
and they thrive as a result. Marriage, even to a good man, is not enough to rescue
Evadne from the trials of patriarchal society, but it does work to secure a sibling bond
which enables Angelica, the New Woman, to thrive. The sibling-like bond is the one
which enables Angelica to demand and work for her own equality, even by means of
becoming the opposite-sex sibling. Within that familial bond, she finds the inspiration
and the script to live and move beyond the gendered scope society would dictate for
her. It is this bond which the novel ultimately works to secure, framing heterosexual
marriage as a means to that end. In other words, the heterosexual marriage secures the
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sibling-like bond, and specifically its gender fluidity, as the most essential bond,
thereby securing its own critique.
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Chapter 3: Sibling-like Marriage: A Special Case in the Familiar Marriage Plot

“Clara, Clara!” he murmured, in a low pleading voice, “shall I go to Australia to
look for your brother?”
There was no answer. I don’t know how it is, but there is scarcely anything more
delicious than silence in such cases. Every moment of hesitation is a tacit avowal;
every pause is a tender confession.
“Shall we both go, dearest? Shall we go as man and wife? Shall we go
together, my dear love, and bring our brother back between us?”
Mary Elizabeth Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret

In the penultimate chapter of Lady Audley’s Secret, Robert Audley proposes to
the sister of his beloved friend, George Talboys, by offering to “go from one end of
the Continent of Australia to the other to look for [her] brother” (375). Significantly,
as the proposal is repeated, “your brother” becomes “our brother” and this mutual
sibling, once returned, is positioned “between” the husband and wife. Clara accepts.
Like the marriage between Evadne and Dr. Galbraith discussed in the previous
chapter, the marriage between Robert and Clara is framed as a means to an end: to
secure a sibling bond. As I will elaborate in this chapter, this plot could easily fall
within Talia Schaffer’s model of the familiar marriage plot. It is my contention,
however, that the sibling-like nature of this marriage makes it a special case which
invites a critically different reading than the familiar/romantic suitor dynamic alone
can point to. Unlike the goal of the familiar marriage plot, which Schaffer argues is to
reform romantic marriage into something safe and appealing, the goal of the siblinglike marriage plot is to secure other sibling-like relationships. Inspired by the
challenge proposed by Galvan and Michie’s edited collection Replotting Marriage in
Nineteenth-Century British Literature to “take apart the marriage plot, as more than
marriage and more than single plot,” this chapter explores the idea that the sibling-like
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marriage plot is about more than reforming romantic marriage into a safe alternative.
Rather, it is also about repairing, replacing, or securing sibling bonds for their own
sake. The sibling-like marriage plot emphasizes that sibling and sibling-like bonds are
just as important as, and often more emotionally fulfilling than, the conjugal unit.
This argument also builds upon Corbett’s claim in the conclusion of Replotting
Marriage that “heterosexual marriage [may be] understood as one tool among others
for forging a nondyadic relationality that implicitly critiques autonomy and
rationality” (233). While I am likewise interested in marriage as a tool for forging
“nondyadic relationality” I don’t think this necessarily critiques autonomy. Part of my
intervention is that Shaffer’s communities of care and the other network dynamics
discussed in Replotting Marriage seem to stage this as either/or: either the heroine
enters a dyadic conjugal unit or a community which sacrifices her independence. I
argue, on the other hand, that while the sibling-like marriage may work to extend a
familial network or replace a familial bond it can also simultaneously work to further
individual growth and development. A sibling-like marriage plot, in other words, is
not antithetical to a successful bildungsroman.
The sibling-like category in this chapter again marks ambivalence, but this
time it works to keep categories distinct, rather than to make them fluid. The siblinglike category marks a suitor as desirable insofar as they are like an ideal sibling and
unlike a strange, romantic suitor. Though the reader knows that “bad” siblings exist,
the term is used exclusively to mark the positive qualities of the bond. Furthermore,
the suitor who is credited with being like a brother is known to possess many of the
ideal traits of a sibling, such as familiarity, love, and companionship, without invoking
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the problem of incest.19 This play between familiarity and otherness is what makes the
sibling-like suitor so desirable, but it is important that these categories remain distinct
in order for the suitor to be both desirable and viable. In this chapter, therefore, the
hyphen in the phrase “sibling-like” becomes a stitch that pulls together the ideal traits
of the sibling and the suitor in order to give the protagonist the best of both worlds.
Any concerns about the sibling as negligent, cruel, or incestuous, are set to one side
(the seamy side) in order to hold the new relationship together.

Brotherly, but Uncompromised
Taking Charles Dickens’s Dombey and Son (1858) and Mary Elizabeth
Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret (1862) as case studies, I will demonstrate how the
sibling-like, as a special category of the familiar suitor, invites new readings of the
marriage plot. The familiar suitors of these texts, Walter Gay and George Talboys,
respectively, are both specifically described as brother-like. Dombey and Son invokes
this metaphor explicitly as Florence repeatedly declares Walter to be her brother and
Walter repeatedly accepts this title. Lady Audley’s Secret invokes the metaphor more
subtly, primarily by emphasizing the long history and intimate companionship
between Robert and George. It also invokes the metaphor explicitly, however, as a
way to describe the deep distress Robert feels over the missing George: “If the two
gents had been brothers, [Robert] couldn’t have been more cut up when he missed the
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This idea also applies to issues beyond incest. As demonstrated in Chapter One, sibling-like suitors
are often able to take a disinterested view towards a protagonist’s well-being because they are not in
competition with the protagonist for limited resources and are free from any potential social
embarrassments the protagonist might potentially face. At the same time, they are familiar enough with
the issues at hand to help resolve them.
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other” (Braddon 352). Walter and George, like Schaffer’s familiar suitors, satisfy the
protagonist’s desire for “sociality, security, and stability,” “[rely] on a shared past, and
[anticipate] a long future” (RR 4-5). Unlike Shaffer’s familiar suitors, these brotherlike suitors and the familiar marriages they offer are not enough in and of themselves.
While the familiar marriage plot is interested in how “to make courtship brotherly,”20
and so more appealing, the sibling-like plot is not satisfied until the brotherly marriage
secures, replaces, or rebuilds bonds with actual (legal or biological) brothers and
sisters. Florence’s marriage to Walter is a safe alternative that implicitly critiques the
many mercenary marriages in the novel, but it also fills the deep void left when
Florence’s brother Paul dies. Marriage to Walter not only offers Florence a loving
companion to replace Paul, but also two children, another Florence and Paul, whom
the novel assures us will be able to enjoy the siblinghood cut short in the previous
generation. In Lady Audley’s Secret, Robert’s long-time familiarity with Clara
Talboys’ brother George assures the reader that Robert is not about to make the same
mistake as his uncle, who allows himself to be so enamored by beauty that he is duped
into a shameful, bigamous marriage. Clara is a safe alternative to romantic marriage.
But, what is more, by marrying Clara, Robert becomes brothers with George, making
the metaphorical bond he shares with his friend a legal reality. As Corbett explains in
Family Likeness, siblinghood was considered by the Victorians to be “an achievable
state of relationship to others” (60). Thus, the legal brotherhood Robert and George
share as in-laws would have been understood by Victorian readers as equivalent to a
biological bond (60). In short, the sibling-like bond in both novels emerges as a
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Schaffer, Romances Rival p.11
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special case of familiar marriage, one that ironically encourages us to read marriage as
a kind of side-plot to the larger concern of sibling bonds.
I should stress that, in saying that marriage becomes a side-plot, I am not
attempting to create or reprioritize an existing hierarchy of plots. Rather, I am
interested in how we read and understand a marriage plot that seems to work towards
other ends. Attention to the specific case of the sibling-like familiar suitor encourages
a more open-ended reading where plots comingle in intricate and often messy ways,
themselves resembling a sibling network more so than a linear narrative. The most
immediate result of a more meandering read is that we are forced to recontextualize
the final marriage not as a consummate end goal but as a light shining backwards and
revealing previously un- or underappreciated aspects of the text. When read simply as
familiar marriage plot novels, the marriages in Dombey and Son and Lady Audley’s
Secret are usually understood as reasonable compromises, but compromises
nonetheless. Florence successfully leaves the loveless first family which rejects her as
an unwanted daughter, only to reenter the limited domestic sphere, this time as wife,
mother, and caregiver to her aging father. Robert’s marriage to Clara inspires him to
return to his vocation of lawyer, but it also subverts his homosexual desire for George
into a heteronormative relationship. If, on the other hand, we read these marriages as
special cases, focusing on the sibling-like as a meaningful category rather than an
arbitrary marker of familiarity, there is more to the story. The rebirth of the sibling
bond between Florence and Paul that results from Florence’s marriage to Walter
highlights Florence’s deep longing for her brother, which tensions with her father
might otherwise overshadow. In this light, Mr. Dombey’s own lack of a loving sibling
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companion figures prominently in the foreground, perhaps equally important to the
loss of his son. Similarly, Robert’s marriage, whether driven by homo- or heterosexual desire, secures him both a brother and a sister, satisfying the longing for
companionship he exhibits throughout the text. In short, the sibling-like category
encourages us to read marriage in conversation, rather than in tension with, the rest of
the plot, and so to reconsider our assumptions about narrative weight.

A Good Suitor, a Better Brother
Walter Gay exemplifies the qualities of a familiar suitor. He meets Florence in
early childhood, establishing their shared past, and offers her stable, constant love.
The novel’s ending assures the reader that Florence can anticipate not only a long
future for her marriage, but also for the sibling pair that the marriage produces.
Florence’s brother Paul dies in childhood, but her son Paul is “very strong” (947). A
reading that focuses exclusively on Walter as a familiar marriage suitor leads to a
reading that he is too familiar. Helena Michie exemplifies this kind of critical analysis
when she argues that “we might think of the main task of the novel’s famously insipid
marriage plot as resolving… the difference between brothers and suitors…the
potentially embarrassing conflict between the fraternal and the erotic that underpins
[Walter’s] relationship with Florence” (“Embarrassments of Family,” 141). Indeed,
Schaffer notes that she uses the term “familiar” in part to specifically invoke the
toggle between “a sense of excessively intimate closeness (as in the usage ‘he was too
familiar with her’) and pleasurable, casual comfort (‘the familiar friends sat
together’)” (4-5). Marriage to Walter is questionable, in Michie’s estimation, because
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it does not move Florence far enough away from her domestic circle. Michie collapses
the sibling-like quality of Walter’s love with a literal indication of biological
proximity and legal sexual availability. The result is that Walter is read as a less-thanideal suitor, rather than as a more-than-ideal brother. The sibling-like category at once
encapsulates and mitigates the “embarrassment” of Schaffer’s toggling. To say that
one is like a brother or like a sister specifically and purposefully invokes a level of
familiarity akin to immediate biological ties. And yet, because it is a metaphor and not
a literal expression of biological relatedness, one need not feel squeamish about
lurking hints of incest. It is precisely because Walter is like a brother, and not actually
a brother, that the potential for embarrassment is removed. When focus shifts away
from Walter as a compromised, incestuous suitor, it becomes evident that Walter is a
desirable suitor precisely because he is an ideal brother. In marrying him, Florence
may be securing a good husband, but she is also replacing a brother, and so fulfilling
the deepest longing of her heart.
When Florence first meets Walter, she introduces her (roughly)21 six-year-oldself as “Florence Dombey, my little brother’s only sister” and begs of Walter “oh dear,
dear, take care of me, if you please!” (92). This introduction immediately makes clear
that Florence wraps her entire identity into the biological relationship between brother
and sister. She defines herself by being a sister to her brother without even specifying
who her brother is, thereby prioritizing the relationship between brother and sister,
rather than the brother and sister in the relationship. Sense of self, expressed in a
name, is immediately overshadowed by the biological sibling bond. Though it defines
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See Michie’s “The Embarrassments of Family in Dickens” for details discussion of age and passage of
time in this novel.
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her, this biological sibling bond fails Florence. In this scene, Florence has just been
separated from her brother in the chaos of a street brawl and robbed of her clothing by
an enterprising old woman. She is in need of protection. When she seeks refuge at her
father’s business, Dombey and Son, it is not her father or brother but Walter, an errand
boy for the business, who serves as her protector. Paul, himself only an infant, fails to
protect Florence through no fault other than youth and, eventually, frail health. His
inadequacy as a brother is circumstantial, but the consequences are no less real.
Florence finds herself lost, alone, robbed, desperate for someone to help her. Walter
immediately rises to the occasion, offering her the shoes off his own feet in a comical
over-eagerness to protect and help her. We are thus immediately invited to understand
Walter as a familiar suitor and to trace the marriage plot between these two lovers
throughout the rest of the novel. But he is not just any familiar suitor; he is brotherlike, a replacement of and improvement upon Paul.
The first person to nominate Walter as a replacement brother is Paul himself.
As Paul transitions from babyhood to youth, his poor health renders him still incapable
of fulfilling his brotherly duties. This failure culminates in Paul’s childhood death.
But, before he dies, Paul whispers to his father, “Remember Walter, dear Papa” (252).
This could, on the one hand, seem to be a surprising slight to the sister he has thus far
loved devotedly. Paul does not ask Mr. Dombey to remember Florence and be a better
father to her. He asks his father to remember Walter. However, Florence later activates
this scene in order to claim Walter as a replacement brother. By commending Walter
into his father’s care, in Florence’s eyes, Paul offers his sister the best protection he
can: an older, stronger, living brother. In this highly sentimental scene “sister and
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brother [wind] their arms around each other,” and then Paul dies (253). In the same
moment that the brother dies, the text privileges the sibling bond above all else. It is
Florence who holds Paul at the last, and to Florence that Paul addresses his last words.
Florence’s loss of a brother, then, is given at least equal weight to Mr. Dombey’s loss
of a son. The sibling bond is torn asunder by death and in need of repair or
replacement.22 Thanks to Paul’s dying request, we know to look for that replacement
in Walter.
This replacement happens soon after, when Florence discovers that Mr.
Dombey intends to “remember Walter” by banishing him to Barbados on pretense of
business. Florence takes Paul’s implicit blessing as grounds for offering Walter an
explicit proposal of siblinghood. This proposal mirrors a marriage ceremony, inviting
the reader to compare the vows exchanged to the calculating and mercenary
arrangement of marriage later made between Mr. Dombey and his second wife, Edith.
This contrast helps the reader appreciate that marriage to Walter is a safe choice. It
also helps the reader appreciate that marriage to Walter is a desirable choice. In
negotiating a bond that is explicitly sibling-like, Florence secures independence,
agency, and emotional fulfillment. Florence initiates the conversation by instructing
Walter: “you must call me Florence if you please, and not speak like a stranger” (293).
This instruction invokes a level of familiarity that Florence quickly specifies is to be
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Though the chapter closes with Miss Tox declaring “Dear me, dear me! To think[…]that Dombey and
Son should be a Daughter after all!,” Andrew Sanders notes in the Penguin edition that this last
paragraph “was omitted from all editions published in Dickens’ lifetime after the Cheap edition of
1858” (Dickens 253, Sanders 973). Sanders attributes this omission to the success of Dickens’s reading
of ‘The Story of Little Dombey’ on June 10th 1858, which left this paragraph out because it was
“anticlimatical” (973). This historical context puts even more weight narrative weight on the loss of
the sibling over the loss of the son.

122

like that of brother and sister. It also marks Florence’s development towards
independence. Previously, Florence loses herself in her biological relationship with
Paul, qualifying her name with the definition “my little brother’s only sister.” Now she
asserts her name, and so her individuality, before inviting Walter into a sibling-like
bond. She then vows to Walter, “[Paul] liked you very much, and said before he died
that he was fond of you, and said ‘Remember Walter!’ and if you’ll be a brother to me
Walter, now that he is gone and I have none on earth, I’ll be your sister all my life, and
think of you like one wherever we may be!” (294). Held together by the bond of
siblinghood, the two cannot be separated, though an ocean lies between them.
Imagining himself “beside the dead child’s bed,” and so making Paul a ghostly justice
of the peace, Walter accepts this proposal and pledges his own vows “to cherish and
protect her very image, in his banishment, with brotherly regard” (294). Walter
thereby reiterates the idea that physical separation will not impede his ability to love
and care for Florence. Florence then offers Walter “a little gift” she has made for Paul
which turns out to be money. This suggests both that Florence has independence,
because she is able to offer Walter some modest financial security, and agency, as she
pays her own dowry to enter this relationship of her choosing. She then pronounces
them brother and sister with the simple words: “And now, God bless you, Walter!
never forget me. You are my brother, dear!” (296).
The vows of siblinghood exchanged by Florence and Walter soon underscore
the failings of Mr. Dombey’s romantic courtship and marriage to his second wife,
Edith. The sharp contrasts drawn between the sibling-like bond and romantic marriage
make clear how women are degraded in the romantic marriage market. They also
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highlight that a sibling-like familiar marriage does not simply avoid danger. It is also
offers emotional fulfillment, secures companionship, and promotes agency. In contrast
to the intimacy Florence and Walter vow to share despite Walter’s banishment to
Barbados, the narrator describes the image of Mr. Dombey and Edith standing
together as follows: “they had the appearance of being more divided than if seas had
rolled between them” (425). Florence and Walter willingly promise their bond will
hold them together while oceans apart. Meanwhile, the physical proximity of Mr.
Dombey and Edith is “forced and linked together by a chain” (425). While the siblinglike bond is bound willingly by both Florence and Walter, the marital bond is a literal
form of bondage: a chain foraged by “adverse hazard and mischance” (425). In
contrast to Walter’s pledge to “cherish and protect [Florence] with brotherly regard,”
Edith feels herself degraded by Mr. Dombey, remarking, “he has bought me[…] He
has considered of his bargain…he thinks that it will suit him, and may be had
sufficiently cheap; and he will buy tomorrow” (431). And, though Florence’s
monetary gift to Walter may be small, it marks her as having infinitely more
independence and agency than Edith, who despairs, “There is no slave in a market:
there is no horse in a fair: so shown and offered and examined and paraded, Mother, as
I have been” (432). The sibling-like bond empowers and emboldens Florence: it is
Florence who initiates the proposal of siblinghood to Walter.
In contrast to the sibling bond that empowers Florence, the conjugal bond
renders Edith an object of exchange in the marriage market. What is more, Edith is not
even granted a personal claim to her sorrow over being objectified. Florence begins
her entrance into the sibling-like bond by requesting Walter call her by name. Edith’s
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shame, on the other hand, is described by the narrator as belonging to a composite
object: “compress into one handsome face the conscious self-abasement, and the
burning indignation of a hundred women, strong in passion and in pride; and there it
hid itself with two white shuddering arms” (431). Edith is robbed of her individuality,
becoming an Everywoman, a synecdoche of all the women who have been victimized
by the romantic marriage market. The marital bond is a bridle by which Mr. Dombey
takes hold of a nameless, faceless possession. The sibling-like bond saves Florence
from Edith’s plight because it is made by the active, volitional performance of care
between Walter and Florence. While the failings of Mr. Dombey’s marriage to Edith
are clear in even a cursory read of the novel, a careful study of this relationship in
direct conversation with the sibling-like bond helps us to better appreciate what the
brother-like suitor has to offer. Walter is not simply a “safe” option, an understandable
choice in a world of questionable suitors. He actively contributes to Florence’s growth
and development as an independent woman. Yes, the system of the marriage market
needs to be reformed so that no more women suffer Edith’s fate. But, given the
benefits of the sibling-like bond, the text suggests that one might do better to use
marriage to gain a brother than to try to make a very broken marriage system
brotherly. This is exactly what Florence does.
For much of the novel, Walter is presumed dead, as the ship on which he was
sailing, The Son and Heir, is lost at sea. Walter in fact manages to survive this
shipwreck23. Upon his return, he finds that Florence has run away from her
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We see here another hint that normative marriage is rejected in favor of the sibling bond. With the
loss of The Son and Heir, Walter as potential son-in-law to Mr. Dombey is pronounced dead: a detail
for which Carker the Manager and Mr. Dombey are grateful, given Walter’s insufficient social and
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increasingly neglectful and abusive father, and taken shelter in his home, The
Midshipman. Walter is distressed as he recognizes that he feels romantic love for
Florence while she still considers him “her adopted brother” (759). Not wanting to
take advantage of her feelings but realizing the cruelty of returning her to a loveless
home, Walter’s manner towards Florence becomes constrained. Florence notices his
changed behavior but misinterprets it, believing that he is embittered towards her
because her father banished him. As a result of Walter’s emotional distance, Florence
“droop[s] and [hangs] her head more plainly, as the days [go] on; and the expression
that had been seen on the face of the dead child, was often turned to the sky from her
high window, as if it sought his angel out” (766). She “weep[s] at this estrangement of
her brother” (766). That is, the estrangement of Walter, her brother-like companion,
causes Florence deep distress and heightens her sorrow over the loss of her now longdead biological brother, Paul. Florence finally addresses Walter directly, still under the
false impression that he is angry with her, and begging for eventual forgiveness for the
sake of their sibling-like bond:
You have suffered too much in your own hardships, and in those of
your dearest relation, quite to overlook the innocent cause of all the peril and
affliction that has befallen you. You cannot quite forget me in that character,
and we can be brother and sister no longer. But, dear Walter, do not think that I
complain of you in this[…]all I ask is, Walter, in the name of the poor child
who was your sister once, that you will not struggle with yourself, and pain
yourself, for my sake. (768)

economic worthiness for Florence Dombey (401). With Walter’s unexpected return, he is freed of this
designation and reborn exclusively as a brother-like friend to Florence.
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In an act of deep generosity, Florence offers to free Walter of his brotherly vows, and
yet she simultaneously clings to the sibling-like bond, asking that he release himself of
the vows for the sake “of the poor child who was [his] sister” (768). Walter is
“amazed” by her misunderstanding and makes clear to her that it is not because of
anger, but because of romantic love, that he can no longer claim “a brother’s right” to
serve her (769). As Walter makes this confession, the text repeatedly records
Florence’s silence and weeping: “the head was still bent down, the tears still falling,
and the bosom swelling with its sobs” (770). Alarmed by her distress, Walter implores
her to touch his hand “in token of [her] sisterly forgetfulness” of his confession of
love, reminding her that he is a wanderer soon to make another voyage (770). It is at
this point that Florence proposes to Walter again, this time to be his wife. Walter
accepts: “He caught her to his heart, and laid her cheek against his own, and now, no
more repulsed, no more forlorn, she wept indeed, upon the breast of her dear lover”
(771). According to the familiar marriage model, this is a scene in which Walter is
made into an acceptable lover. He is, as Michie points out, a better choice than the
“improbable” suitor, Mr. Toots, and he has been made more romantic by his voyage
and near-death experience, a process which Schaffer shows many familiar suitors
undergo (Michie 141, Schaffer “Re-familiarizing” 12). The sibling-like category,
however, invites us to take Florence’s desire for a brother more seriously. Florence’s
sorrow over Walter’s estrangement is directly tied to her lost brother. Rather than
revising Walter into an ideal familiar suitor for marriage, Florence chooses to marry
Walter in order to secure a brother. The desire for a brother is paramount; it
emboldens her to twice propose to Walter a relationship that will meet her needs. This
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reading is confirmed when, as Florence and Walter set sail as husband and wife for
China, it is Walter’s status as brother, not lover, which is affirmed. Standing together
on the deck Florence and Walter remember Paul:
“As I hear the sea,” says Florence, “and sit watching it, it brings so
many days into my mind. It makes me think so much-.”
“Of Paul, my love. I know it does.”
Of Paul and Walter. (876)
With line “of Paul and Walter” Walter is reincorporated into the brother-like role
which originally attracted Florence to him. Walter’s brother-like love connects
Florence to the brother she has lost and binds her to the brother-like spouse she has
secured in his place.

A Bad Sister
To read Florence’s main project as one of replacing the brother she has lost
invites us to appreciate the replacement of another biological sibling: Mrs. Louisa
Chick. Just as attention to the sibling-like category inspires us to rethink the
significance of Florence’s marriage, it also invites us to reframe Mr. Dombey’s
relationships. The transactional motivations for, loveless relationships within, and
tragic endings of Mr. Dombey’s marriages to Fanny and Edith offer pointed critique of
the marriage market. But Mr. Dombey’s biological sister is equally loveless, shallow,
and mercenary and she is, arguably, the most destructive force in the novel. At the
novel’s opening, Mrs. Chick is a monolithic presence in her brother’s life. Indeed, the
text informs us that “his sister, Mrs. Chick […] had perhaps more influence over him
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than anybody else” (18). Her insidious presence throughout pushes Mr. Dombey away
from the only two women who do genuinely care for him: his daughter, Florence, and
his most ardent admirer, Miss Tox. At the novel’s end, Mr. Dombey learns to see his
sister’s callous disregard for what it is and banishes her from his presence. At the same
time, Miss Tox “is not unfrequently of the family party, and is quite devoted to it, and
a great favorite. Her admiration for her once stately patron is […] platonic, but not
weakened in the least” (943). In other words, Miss Tox, like Walter, is transformed
from a problematic suitor into a safe member of the family, filling the gap left by an
inadequate sibling. Once we understand the centrality of the sibling bond in this novel,
there is ample evidence to suggest that the greatest void in Mr. Dombey’s life has been
less the lack of a son than of a sister. At the very least, the lack of a supportive, loving
sister is of critical importance, exacerbating both the void Mr. Dombey feels in losing
his son and his inability to meaningfully connect with his daughter. A significant
amount of narrative weight is placed on replacing the inadequate biological sibling,
Mrs. Chick, with the estimable sister-like figure of Miss Tox.
From the beginning, Mrs. Chick’s concern is entirely for the long-awaited Son
of Dombey and Son. At little Paul’s birth Mrs. Chick is so overjoyed by the occasion
that she has the magnanimity to forgive her sister-in-law “everything” (19). The
narrator quickly qualifies this generosity: “not that she had anything particular to
forgive in her sister-in-law, nor indeed anything at all, except her having married her
brother- in itself a species of audacity- and her having, in the course of events, given
birth to a girl instead of a boy: which as Mrs. Chick had frequently observed, was not
quite what she had expected of her, and was not a pleasant return for all the attention
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and distinction she had met with” (19). Given Mr. Dombey’s own preoccupation with
his son and his utter indifference to the daughter that was “merely a piece of base coin
that couldn’t be invested- a bad Boy-” it might seem that Mrs. Chick is simply
following her brother’s lead (13). The text is quite clear, however, that Mr. Dombey is
“generally influenced by his sister” and that he “really had faith in her as an
experienced and bustling matron” (20). If Mr. Dombey’s preoccupation with raising a
son and heir to Dombey and Son is not originally inspired by Mrs. Chick, it is clearly
and consistently exacerbated by his sister’s continued harping. In her obsession over
the next generation of Dombey’s, Mrs. Chick places little value in the sibling
relationship of the current generation. She sees her brother much like she sees her
sister-in-law: as a means to an end. Thus, even before Mr. Dombey loses his son, it is
clear that he is already suffering from the absence of a worthy sister. Furthermore,
Mrs. Chick’s inadequacies as a sister contribute directly to the dissolution of the
family. It is only after Mrs. Chick is replaced by her foil, Miss Tox, who becomes a
sister-like companion to Mr. Dombey, that Florence is reunited to her father.
The weakness of the sibling bond between Mrs. Chick and Mr. Dombey is
pointed out several times throughout the text. Forever concerned with the Dombey
legacy and entirely indifferent to Mr. Dombey the individual, Mrs. Chick is blind to
her friend Miss Tox’s blossoming love for Mr. Dombey. This blindness repeatedly
underscores Mrs. Chick’s inability to even conceive of caring for her brother in a
meaningful way. Her every thought runs along the conjugal axis, and the
consanguineous bond suffers deeply as a result. A poignant scene in which Miss Tox’s
character elucidates Mrs. Chick’s failures as a sister occurs shortly after little Paul
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dies. Florence is deeply distraught at being “stricken brotherless” (273). The narrator
records: “Florence, in her innocent affliction, might have answered ‘Oh my brother, oh
my dearly loved and loving brother! Only friend and companion of my slighted
childhood!” (269). Mrs. Chick, on the other hand, cannot comprehend the loss of little
Paul beyond the context of a loss to the Dombey and Son enterprise. Having no
meaningful relationship with her own brother, she cannot appreciate this death in the
context of a lost brother, but only of a lost heir. She makes light of Florence’s
“unavailing” grief and insists that it is Florence’s “duty to submit” (269). This lack of
sympathy is directly related to her lack of intimacy with her own brother. When
Florence inquires if her father is heartbroken, Mrs. Chick replies “Florence, my dear
child, your poor papa is peculiar at times; and to question me about him, is to question
me about a subject which I really do not pretend to understand […] In short,
Florence…literally nothing has passed between your papa and myself” (271). Mr.
Dombey is an enigma to his sister, and so Florence’s grief at losing a brother is an odd
misplacement of emotion to Mrs. Chick, and nothing more. In contradistinction, Miss
Tox, who feels deeply for Mr. Dombey, easily sympathizes with Florence. At
Florence’s inquiry into her father’s wellbeing, the narrator informs us:
Miss Tox was of a tender nature, and there was something in this
appeal that moved her very much. Whether she saw in it a succession, on the
part of the neglected child, to the affectionate concern so often expressed by
her dead brother […] or whether she only recognized the earnest and devoted
spirit which, although discarded and repulsed, was wrung with tenderness long
unreturned […] it moved Miss Tox. For the moment she forgot the majesty of
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Mrs Chick, and, patting Florence hastily on the cheek, turned aside and
suffered the tears to gush from her eyes, without waiting for a lead from that
wise matron. (270-271).
Miss Tox’s sympathy for Florence’s fraternal loss and her physical signs of affection,
the hasty pat and gushing tears, align her with Florence, the loving sister. Miss Tox’s
understanding stresses both Mrs. Chick’s emotional neglect of her brother and her
general inability to sympathize with a sister’s perspective. As a character who offers
sincere love and replaces an absent sibling bond, Miss Tox is a parallel to Walter. Like
Walter, her presence highlights that the absence of sibling companionship is equally
tragic to the loss of the heir.
The contrast between Mrs. Chick’s indifference towards and Miss Tox’s care
for Florence is again contrasted when Mr. Dombey is courting his second wife, Edith.
Mrs. Chick questions whether or not Edith is worthy of her brother. Far from depicting
Mrs. Chick as a devoted and concerned sister, however, this scene operates to again
emphasize that Mrs. Chick is obsessed with the Dombey name and lineage, to the
exclusion of any genuine concern regarding the well-being of her individual brother.
Mrs. Chick expostulates “I only hope[…]that she may be worthy of the name” (450).
Miss Tox, misunderstanding to whom the “she” refers, tries to assure Mrs. Chick that
Florence is worthy of the name Dombey: “will it be the least satisfaction to you, if I
venture to observe in reference to that remark, that I, as a humble individual, think
your sweet niece in every way most promising?” (450). Forefront in Mrs. Chick’s
mind here, as always, is the Dombey legacy, while forefront on Miss Tox’s mind is
Florene, the one other woman who genuinely cares for, and is worthy of, Mr. Dombey.
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Mrs. Chick is quick to clarify that her question “was not intended to relate to Florence
in any way,” suggesting in her disgust that Florence has not even a chance of
worthiness. By dismissing Florence as utterly unworthy, she counts Florence’s love
for her father as nothing. Mrs. Chick feels no such love for her brother, and cares little
whether Edith loves her brother or not. Most important to Mrs. Chick is the reputation
of Dombey, not the person, Mr. Dombey. She, like Lady Molyneaux of Celestina, is a
failed biological sibling.
When Mrs. Chick clarifies that she is referring to Edith’s worthiness as a wife,
rather than Florence’s worthiness as daughter, Miss Tox realizes for the first time that
Mr. Dombey intends to marry again. This confirmation that her love will remain
forever unrequited moves her to tears which she is unable to hide. Mrs. Chick is
affronted at this display of emotion for her brother and berates her friend as an
unworthy serpent who has connived and taken advantage of her trust (456). This is, of
course, untrue. Miss Tox is innocent of any pride or strategy, and only came to know
Mr. Dombey through Mrs. Chick’s introduction. It is Mrs. Chick who continually
connives, assuming that her biological connection to Mr. Dombey gives her every
right to his financial legacy. It is Miss Tox, the sister-like figure, who holds Mr.
Dombey in awe for his own sake. Her devotion has been selfless and genuine, second
only to Florence’s. But, in a clear revelation of character, Mrs. Chick dismisses this
affection, too, as unworthy. Indeed, her only requirements for her brother’s wife are
beauty, dignity, and social connection; emotional fulfillment, in her eyes, is entirely
irrelevant (452). When Mrs. Chick abandons Miss Tox with a curt “good morning,”
she demonstrates her determination to remove from her brother’s presence someone
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who genuinely has his best interests at heart, because these are not the best interests of
Dombey and Son.
After dismissing Miss Tox, Mrs. Chick then works to maintain the distance
which arises between Mr. Dombey and Florence. When Mr. Dombey finds that Edith
has left him and Florence attempts to comfort him, Mr. Dombey strikes Florence to
the floor and tells her to follow Edith. Florence then runs away to the home of
Walter’s uncle. It is true that Florence leaves because Mr. Dombey’s cruelty towards
her escalates from negligence to physical assault and that he, more than anyone,
should seek to know the whereabouts of his daughter. The text, however, states
unequivocally: “this is sure; he does not think that he has lost her. He has no suspicion
of the truth” (773). That is, Mr. Dombey has no suspicion that Florence actually runs
away from home and that, were it not for Walter and the second family she has made
with his friends and relations, she would be on the streets. Mr. Dombey assumes that
Florence is living with Mrs. Chick. Mrs. Chick knows Florence is not with her but,
rather than attempt to repair the relationship between her brother and niece, Mrs.
Chick concerns herself exclusively with limiting scandal for Dombey and Son.
Though she never hesitates to interfere in Mr. Dombey’s affairs and is described as
“the only person who dare question him,” when Mr. Dombey demands silence on
Florence’s fate she immediately acquiesces. This is not out of respect for her brother’s
wishes so much as her utter indifference towards Florence, whom she considers,
“degenerate Dombeys, who are no Dombeys” (773). In other words, one of the central
tragedies of the novel, Florence’s displacement from her home, is a direct result of
failed sibling relations. Mr. Dombey operates for most of the novel under the
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assumption that his greatest losses are of his wife and son. The text’s continued
juxtaposition of Mrs. Chick, a heartless biological sister, and Miss Tox, a caring sisterlike character, emphasize that a lack of sibling-like companionship is an equally
important void in his life.
Mr. Dombey eventually learns of Mrs. Chick’s neglect and understands how it
has negatively impacted him and his daughter. It is Mrs. Chick’s own words that make
the total lack of intimacy and love between the brother and sister too blatant to be
ignored a moment more:
My brother[…]is so peculiar-so strange a man. He is the most peculiar
man I ever saw. Would anyone believe when he received the news of the
marriage and emigration of that unnatural child- it’s a comfort to me, now, to
remember that I always said there was something extraordinary about that
child: but nobody minds me- would anybody believe, I say, that he should then
turn round upon me and say he had supposed, from my manner, that she had
come to my house? Why, my gracious! And would anybody believe that when
I merely said to him “Paul, I may be very foolish, and I have no doubt I am,
but I cannot understand how your affairs can have got into this state,” he
should actually fly at me, and request that I will come to see him no more until
he asks me! (900)
Mrs. Chick’s instance upon her brother’s “peculiarity” and strangeness, which she
asserts throughout the novel, make it clear that Mrs. Chick is a stranger to her brother.
To the last, Mrs. Chick rejects Florence as a Dombey and remains bewildered as to
why her brother would be upset to learn of Florence’s precarious fate. The far more
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important problem, as far as Mrs. Chick is concerned, is that Mr. Dombey is now
broke, leaving Dombey and Son in ruins. Having been swindled of both wife and
money by his own employer, Mr. Dombey’s financial “affairs” are in disrepair. Mrs.
Chick has devoted herself to a brother whom she does not love because he is “a man
of business” who should devote himself to her social and financial betterment. When
he fails to fulfill this role, there is nothing left to hold their relationship together. Her
claim, “Why surely, Paul, you don’t imagine that because your affairs have got into
this state, you are the less at home to such near relatives” suggests that she would only
accept such an impoverished man into her home out of generosity to a “near relative,”
not concern or affection for a brother. Mrs. Chick, as a failed biological sister, is thus
no better than Mr. Dombey’s wives, the first of whom married him as part of a social
contract “almost necessarily part of a genteel and wealthy station,” and the second of
whom married for financial stability and left him with none (13). In this same chapter,
immediately after Mrs. Chick leaves “deploring to the last the peculiar character of her
brother,” Miss Tox returns: “Her heart is very tender, her compassion very genuine,
her homage very real” (901, 903). When Mrs. Chick abandons her brother in his
financial distress, Miss Tox enters bringing him “little dainties,” “only desiring to be
true to the fallen object of her admiration” (904). Rid of a false sister and reunited with
the sister-like care of Miss Tox, Mr. Dombey finally fills the void it took him so long
to notice.
Miss Tox’s sibling-like presence plays an active role in reuniting Mr. Dombey
and Florence. It is Miss Tox who helps pack Mr. Dombey’s clothes and belongings so
that he can live with Florence, and Miss Tox who declares: “And so Dombey and Son,
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as I observed upon a certain sad occasion[…] is indeed a daughter” (912). Miss Tox
proves herself to be the caring advocate that Mrs. Chick could never become. At the
novel’s end, Mr. Dombey has been twice failed by marriage and perpetually failed by
his biological sister. The final chapter promises that, in the sister-like bond with Miss
Tox, Mr. Dombey has finally found a worthy companion. The narrator records that
though his face is marked with care, “they are traces of a storm that has passed on for
ever” and that Mr. Dombey now “has a silent, thoughtful, quiet manner, and is always
with his daughter. Miss Tox is not unfrequently of the family party, and is quite
devoted to it, and a great favorite” (943). Positioned next to Florence, Miss Tox’s
presence within the family takes on the aspect of a devoted sister to Mr. Dombey and
aunt to Florence. By channeling the romantic aspects of her devotion into a sister-like
affection and proving that this affection is deep and sincere, Miss Tox proves herself
to be neither a dangerous suitor nor a calculating biological sister. She is a sibling-like
presence, central to Mr. Dombey’s development and the completion of the family
party.

His Sister’s Husband
Lady Audley’s Secret offers another important example of how the sibling-like
suitor, as a special case of the familiar suitor, opens up new ways to read the marriage
plot. The majority of the plot in this text focuses on marriage as a precarious endeavor.
Sir Michael Audley, a kind if naïve widower, finds himself enamored by the beautiful
Lucy Graham. As this sensation novel unfolds, Sir Michael’s nephew Robert discovers
that Lucy is actually Helen Talboys, the wife of Robert’s dear friend George Talboys.
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When George leaves Helen and their son to seek his fortune in the gold mines of
Australia, Helen presumes she is abandoned and marries Sir Michael Audley under the
assumed name “Lucy” in order to secure financial stability for herself. When she
discovers George is about to return to England, she fakes the death of Helen Talboys.
When George discovers she is alive and confronts her, she leaves him for dead in an
abandoned well. At the novel’s end, however, there are two marriages which the
reader is encouraged to celebrate. Helen’s plot has been uncovered and she is “buried
alive” in a mental asylum in France where she eventually dies (333). Sir Michael
Audley is moving on, awaiting the imminent marriage of his daughter to the devoted,
if unremarkable, Sir Harry Towers. Robert is married to George’s sister Clara, and
George happily lives “with his sister and his sister’s husband” (379). Given the plot’s
ongoing concern with issues of bigamy, a mercenary marriage market, and a
potentially homoerotic love affair between Robert and George, one might be tempted
to read the narrator’s concluding remarks with a touch of irony: “I hope no one will
take objection to my story because the end of it leaves the good people happy and at
peace” (380). In a novel so consumed with the economic and social risks of marriage,
are we to take seriously the narrator’s assurance that these marriages will somehow be
happy and peaceful? The sibling-like plot shifts our attention from the fact of these
marriages to the opportunities which these marriages enable, and so helps us reread
this ending as indeed genuine. As with Dombey and Son, it is the sibling-like bond
which motivates marriage, revealing an ongoing concern with the desire for
companionship. Courtship between Robert Audley and Clara Talboys is initiated by
their mutual desire for Clara’s brother George. Marriage between the two secures the
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return of Clara’s biological brother and a brother-like companion for Robert. Yes, the
marriage between Robert and Clara is revised, sure to offer more happiness than the
romantic marriage between George and Helen Talboys and the mercenary marriage of
Helen-turned-Lucy and Sir Michael Audley. But the marriage between Robert and
Clara is also decidedly enmeshed in a more complicated dynamic. Their marriage is
revised in such a way that it is no longer, or at least not exclusively, about a reformed
conjugal unit. It is also about solidifying the brother-like relationship between Robert
and George.
In order to appreciate the sibling-like nature of the marriage between Robert
and Clara it is worth explaining how this familiar marriage is in fact familiar. In the
first place, it is important to recognize that this is already a special case of the familiar
marriage plot as it is a man, Robert Audley, who is presented with familiar and
romantic suitor options, rather than the usual heroine faced with two suitors. It may
also be confusing which of Robert’s potential lovers is the familiar and which the
romantic option. At first glance, it might seem that Robert’s cousin Alicia would be
the familiar suitor and Clara the romantic. Alicia is, after all, literally a member of
Robert’s family, while Clara only enters the story in the second volume and insists that
if Robert does not avenge her brother’s untimely death she will do so herself (171). It
is, therefore, helpful to return to Schaffer’s discussion of the familiar and romantic
suitor tropes. Though she may seem safer than Clara, Alicia is almost hyperbolically
coded as a romantic suitor. As described by Shaffer, “quite often the romantic suitor is
associated with mobility, first seen (or seen in important scenes) passing- on
horseback; striding down the street; or moving swiftly through a public arena” (6).
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Furthermore, the romantic suitor “offers the frisson of the unknown” and often
resembles a “dark, melancholy, outcast wanderer figure” (5). Alicia fits this mold
exactly. Robert continually critiques Alicia’s “eccentricity,” as well as her “bouncing
in and out of rooms, talking of the stables, and riding across the country” (110-11)
Furthermore, Alicia is introduced to the reader as a dark-complexioned horsewoman,
helplessly and hopelessly in love with her cousin:
it was not the least use, my poor Alicia, to ride about the lanes round
Audley during those three days which the two young men spent in Essex; it
was wasted trouble to wear that pretty cavalier hat and plume, and to be
always, by the most singular of chances, meeting Robert and his friend. The
black curls (nothing like Lady Audley’s feathery ringlets, but heavy clustering
locks, that clung about your slender brown throat, the red, pouting lips[…]the
dark complexion[…]all this coquettish, spiègle, brunette beauty was thrown
away[…]and you might as well have taken your rest in the cool drawing-room
at the court, instead of working your pretty mare to death under the hot
September sun. (57)
Alicia is also depicted as a particularly lonely figure (notably she has no siblings)
without “one friendly ear into which she might pour her sorrows” (249). Finally, the
romantic suitor “frequently promises a life of leisure,” and marriage to Alicia would
consolidate familial wealth, ensuring that Robert’s indolent lifestyle would remain
unchanged24 (Schaffer 5).

24

Interestingly, Alicia is able to let go of her long-unrequited romantic attachment when Robert asks
her to prioritize caring for her father and frames his own love as sibling-like: “I will love you more
dearly than brother ever loved a noble-hearted sister; and a brotherly affection may be worth having,
perhaps, after all, my dear, though it is very different to poor Harry’s enthusiastic worship” (309). This
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Clara, on the other hand, exhibits many of the characteristics of the familiar
suitor. First, Robert and Clara share a common love for George, their friend and
brother respectively. This love at once “relies on a shared past and anticipates a long
future” as they share the experience of knowing and losing this dear companion and
then the joy of discovering he is alive and well (Schaffer 5). Clara also inspires Robert
to eagerly pursue his legal vocation, a vocation which he largely ignores until she asks
him to follow through in discovering George’s fate, fitting the trope of the familiar
suitor who “offered marriage that gave […] meaningful work” (Schaffer 4). Finally,
and perhaps most importantly, Clara provides Robert, through marriage, an extended
kin network of father and brother. She thereby meets Robert’s “need for sociality,
security, and stability” (Schaffer 4). Having established that the plot follows the
familiar marriage model, I now argue that the invocation of the sibling-like category
within this model makes it a special case which requires its own investigation.
Robert meets Clara because he is desperately searching for George, an old
friend from Eton, after George’s mysterious disappearance. Previously a lawyer in
name only who squanders life away reading novels and smoking cigars, Robert is
spurred to dedicated action by the suspicious circumstances surrounding George’s
disappearance. Usually an unexpressive man, (the text informs us that eyebrow
elevation is “his only manner of expressing surprise”) Robert himself is taken aback
by his concern for his friend (34). After only four hours of separation, Robert’s
consternation at being unable to find George rapidly turns into anxiety:

comment makes Alicia see Robert “in a new character” (309). With the assurance of Robert’s brotherly
devotion, Alicia no longer needs to marry him in order to secure it, and is free to marry the romantic
Harry, who “would go through fire and water for the girl he loves” (103).
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If anyone had ventured to tell Mr. Audley that he could possibly feel a
strong attachment to any creature breathing, that cynical gentleman would have
elevated his eyebrows in supreme contempt at the preposterous notion. Yet
here he was, flurried and anxious, bewildering his brain by all manner of
conjectures about his missing friend, and, false to every attribute of his nature,
walking fast. (75)
Even before any true suspicion of foul play, Robert Audley finds himself out of sorts,
eager to find his friend and, as he notes to himself, exhibiting the energetic behavior of
his days as a young man at Eton (75). In other words, Robert is deeply affected by
even the temporary loss of time with his rediscovered companion. Elsewhere he refers
to George as his “most intimate friend,” declares they were “good friends from the
days we were together at Eton,” and is again taken aback by the depth of his feeling
for this loss: “‘And to think that I should care so much for the fellow!’ he said, lifting
his eyebrows to the centre of his forehead” (83, 84, 85). Given this intense intimacy
and feeling of loss, it is easy to understand why critics25 might read this affection as
homoerotic and argue that marriage to Clara subverts this transgressive desire. The
relationship does indeed fit well into Furneaux’s model of sibling-triangulation, where
heterosexual marriage is motivated by a homosexual desire for a sibling, especially
one who physically resembles the sibling. This is an important reading, and one I do
not wish to dismiss. I argue, however, that by applying Marcus’s practice of “just

25

In her introduction to the Oxford World Classics edition, Lyn Pykett writes “In Braddon’s narrative
Clara’s close physical resemblance to her brother acts as a constant spur to Robert to resolve the
mystery of George’s disappearance. For several recent critics, however, the novel’s insistence on
Robert’s powerful sense of Clara’s physical resemblance to her brother suggests that she is a vehicle
for Robert’s displaced homoerotic attachment to George” (xx).
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reading” we can additionally explore this relationship outside the context of sexual
desire. Taking the love between Robert and George at face value, we can move
beyond a homo-/heterosexual binary, to explore the desire for companionship,
sociality, and vocation that Schaffer reminds us is so important to understanding the
full scope of Victorian marriage motives. By doing so, we can explore the possibility
that marriage to Clara is not a compromise which undercuts the plot, but the
fulfillment of an additional plot which has been present all along: the need for
brotherly companionship.
The desire for companionship runs deep in both Robert and George. Robert
freely admits that this desire is his primary motive for investigating the disappearance.
He declares to Mr. Talboys: “Your son was my very dear friend- dear to me for many
reasons. Perhaps most of all dear, because I had known him and been with him
through the great trouble of his life; and because he stood comparatively alone in the
world- cast off by you, who should have been his best friend, bereft of the only
woman he had ever loved” (164). With this, Robert emphasizes that his relationship
with George is rooted in shared experience of intense emotional distress as he mourns
with George the death of Helen Talboys. What is more, he insinuates that the bond
between the two men is a replacement for a biological bond which has failed him.
George has no brother and his father disowned him upon his marriage to Helen.
George’s sister Clara loves him deeply but is unable to express that love because, in
her own words, “even a sister’s affection would be turned to his disadvantage […]to
intercede for George would have been to ruin his cause” (169). In other words, the
intimacy between George and Robert arises as a substitute for a missing familial bond
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and as a result of lived experience which might otherwise have been shared with that
biological relation.
At the end of the novel when George and Robert are reunited, George explains
to Robert why he returned from New York when “he could no longer support the
weariness of the exile” from both family and nation (378). His reasoning echoes
Robert’s sentiments, emphasizing the shared past and emotional support during a
difficult time as the foundation of their relationship: “I might have made plenty of
friends had I pleased, but I carried the old bullet in my breast; and what sympathy
could I have with men who knew nothing of my grief? I yearned for the strong grasp
of your hand, Bob; the friendly touch of the hand which had guided me through the
darkest passages of my life” (378). By both men’s accounts, then, it is not only the
experience of a shared past but, specifically, the companionship in what would
otherwise be a life of loneliness that makes this bond so strong. Again, I do not wish
to diminish the potentially homoerotic aspects of this intimacy. I do wish to take
seriously the link both Robert and George make between their friendship and the void
left when exiled from family.
Robert serves as a surrogate brother for George by supporting him through the
loss of his wife when he has been cast off by his biological family. So too, George
becomes the brother Robert never had, filling an emotional void he didn’t realize
existed. At the start of the novel Robert is relatively content with his bachelor life of
smoking cigars and reading French novels. After rediscovering his friend and traveling
with him for a year in constant companionship, Robert struggles to adjust back to a
solitary life after George’s disappearance. Robert muses “who would have thought I
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could have grown so fond of the fellow […]or feel so lonely without him” (138).
When Robert resumes his old favorite habits he finds them comfortable but “d----d
lonely” (179). Importantly, this one year of companionship with George has disrupted
nearly a decade of solitary life. Robert ponders “If poor George were sitting opposite
to me, or—or even George’s sister—she’s very like him-- existence might be a little
more endurable. But when a fellow has lived by himself for eight or ten years he
begins to be bad company” (179). Robert’s repeated emphasis of his loneliness, a
loneliness he only becomes aware of after rekindling his bond with George, reveals
companionship as a deep desire. Clara is considered in the light of someone who can
make life endurable by staving off this loneliness. Her presence would be comforting
because it is familiar: “she was so like the friend whom he had loved and lost, that it
was impossible for him to think of her as a stranger” (173). In short, by setting aside
the question of whether or not Robert’s desire for Clara is subverted homosexual or
unfeigned heterosexual desire, we can appreciate that it is definitely a way to fill the
void left by absence of his brother-like friend. When Robert’s affection is framed as
brotherly at the novel’s end, this is not a throw-away reference. The loneliness of life
lived without first family has been a burden to both George and Robert throughout the
novel and they find relief from that loneliness in each other.
Returning to the proposal scene which opened this chapter, we can now
appreciate the ways in which this marriage, far from being in tension with the rest of
the text, fulfills the plot’s ongoing work to restore the sibling-like bond. The proposal
arises after Robert has fully uncovered Lucy’s plot, banished her to a mental asylum,
and (mistakenly) traced George’s whereabouts to Australia. Robert and Clara talk “of
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the one subject which has always been a bond of union between them. They talked of
her lost brother George” (374). Clara declares that if she were a man she would go to
Australia in search of her brother. Robert then makes four offers in a row to search for
her brother: “Shall I go to look for your brother?,” “I will go from one end of the
Continent of Australia to the other to look for your brother, if you please, Clara; and
will never return alive unless I bring him with me, and will take my chance of what
reward you shall give me for my labour,” “‘Clara, Clara!’ he murmured, in a low
pleading voice, ‘shall I go to Australia to look for your brother?,” “Shall we both go,
dearest? Shall we go as man and wife? Shall we go together my dear love, and bring
our brother back between us?” (374-375). Though Robert’s language increases in
romantic passion as he persists in his proposal, he never drops the thread which has
always bound them together: their mutual love for brother and brother-like friend. At
the proposal’s climax, when Robert imagines them as man and wife, that bond has
only strengthened; with George between them, brother and sister will be reunited and
the brother-like bond will be legally consummated. Indeed, the weight on this latter
relationship is emphasized as the chapter ends, not with a scene of marriage, but with
Robert and George once again reunited.

Siblinghood Restored
As with Dombey and Son, Lady Audley’s Secret uses the image of the next
generation less as a signal of futurity than as a means of emphasizing the importance
of the restored sibling bond. The text records that Master George Talboys, the son of
George and Helen’s marriage, “comes very often to the fairy cottage to see his father,
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who lives there with his sister and his sister’s husband; and he is very happy with his
uncle Robert and his aunt Clara, and the pretty baby who has just begun to toddle on
the smooth lawn that slopes down to the water’s brink, upon which there is a little
Swiss boat-house and landing stage where Robert and George moor their slender
wherries” (379). This language emphasizes the lateral sibling bonds of the previous
generation. The biological sibling bond between Clara and George, so long stretched
apart by their father, is restored, emphasized by the fact that George lives “with his
sister and his sister’s husband,” and also by the titles of uncle and aunt which frame
the married couple in an avuncular, rather than paternal, perspective. The brother-like
bond is no less important. The child, yes, a sign of Clara and Robert’s heterosexual
marriage, nevertheless toddles towards Robert and George’s two boats, moored
together as the two men now are as brothers-in-law, thanks to that marriage.
This emphasis on the sibling-like bond even invites us to consider Alicia’s
marriage to Sir Harry Towers in a new light. Alicia is initially uninterested in Harry,
but marriage to him serves a sibling-like function; she is less lonely. Indeed, marriage
between the two is mentioned as a side note, as the narrator informs us Sir Michael
Audley “remains in London until Alicia shall be Lady Towers” (379). Alicia and
Harry are never actually depicted together. We know the two visit the sibling triad
because Harry plays with the children and “is especially great in the management of
the boats” and because “the gentlemen sit and smoke in the summer evenings[…and]
are summoned by Clara and Alicia to drink tea, and eat strawberries and cream upon
the lawn” (379). No longer a lonely wanderer in her father’s house, Alicia has the
sister-like companionship of Clara. Harry joins the brotherly fold. After thus resolving
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each main character’s fate, the text then returns once again to George Talboys, who is
“very happy with his sister and his old friend” (379). The narrator reminds the reader
George is young and “may by-and-by find someone able to console him for the past”
(380). But, in the meantime, he has already found happiness. The loneliness which
plagued him since his marriage to Helen, loneliness in being banished from his sister,
has been replaced with happiness stemming from a sibling-like marriage that reunites
brother and sister and brings the added joy of a brother he never had.
In conclusion, the sibling-like bond emerges as a special case of the familiar
marriage plot. Schaffer acknowledges that Victorians would have viewed the
companionship of familiar marriage not as a lamentably unsexy bond but, rather, as an
advantageous relationship. At the same time, however, attention to the familiarmarriage plot often takes the heteronormative ending for granted. Even as familiar
marriage reveals “the shadows and dark spaces” of romantic marriage and strives to
fill the gaps, it nevertheless keeps romantic marriage at the narrative’s front and center
(Schaffer 3). For this reason, even the “robust companionship” of the familiar
marriage is understood primarily in contradistinction to romantic love (Schaffer 31).
The sibling-like familiar marriage, on the other hand, suggests that these two forms of
marriage need not be at odds with one another. As in the case of Walter, a brother-like
figure is not necessarily at odds with a romantic suitor. Because he is only like a
brother, and not biologically related, there is no need to be embarrassed by attraction
to him. At the same time, the brother-like bond encourages us to consider how
romantic marriage, even a safe, brotherly version of romantic marriage, might not be
the whole story. The sibling-like bond offers a deeply emotionally fulfilling
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companionship that is valuable in its own right. Once we understand how important it
is for Florence to replace the loss of her brother, we also come to understand how vital
it is that Mr. Dombey replace his toxic biological sibling bond with Mrs. Chick with
the sister-like devotion of Miss Tox. It is not the death of the heir, but the failure of the
biological sibling bond, which tears the Dombey family apart. It is not a socially or
financially prestigious marriage, but sibling-like bonds, which bring the family back
together. The continuity of Dombey and Son depends, ironically, on sibling-like,
rather than conjugal relations. What is more, the next generation of Dombeys is
another, stronger, sibling pair. This suggests not only that sibling-like marriage can
serve as a safe alternative to romantic marriage, but also that romantic marriage can
and should secure sibling-like bonds. While Dombey and Son thus frames romantic
and sibling-like marriage as equally important endeavors, Lady Audley’s Secret more
emphatically places the conjugal bond as secondary to sibling-like companionship.
Here, marriage exists primarily to recover existing biological sibling bonds and to
grant sibling-less characters sibling-like companionship. In either case, it is the
sibling-like quality of a familiar marriage which allows for heteronormative readings
to be decentralized. As Schaffer points out, “[i]t is actually romantic marriage that
creates the heteronormative assumption” (15). It is sibling-like marriage that
challenges the heteronormative assumption. It is sibling-like marriage that emphasizes
heteronormative marriage is only one choice among other, equally valid options. It is
sibling-like marriage that suggests heteronormative marriage is not an end goal, but a
means to other affective ends. It is sibling-like marriage that suggests marriage itself
might be beside the point.
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Chapter 4: Nelly Dean, Little Father Time, and the Dark Side of the
Sibling-like Bond
“I began to feel unmistakably out of place in that pleasant family circle.”
-Emily Brontë, Wuthering Heights
“Done because we are too menny. [sic]”
-Thomas Hardy, Jude the Obscure
For all the independence, agency, and emotional fulfillment the sibling-like
suitor offers, there is another, darker side to the sibling-like category that must be
reckoned with. It is because the sibling-like suitor is like a sibling (an ideal one at
that), and not actually a sibling, that he is able to offer the best of both worlds. And
yet, because he is only sibling-like, he is not wholly familiar. The sibling-like bond is
problematic for the same reason that it is productive. The possibility remains that the
brother-like suitor could decide to embody all the worst traits of a biological sibling,
selfishly utilizing limited resources for his own personal pleasures or abandoning
familial duty for romantic pleasures. He could also turn out to be a wolf in sheep’s
clothing; having wooed the heroine with brother-like simplicity, his character could
quickly unravel as he resumes the habits of the romantic stranger that the plot was
meant to purge him of.26 In this chapter, I therefore move away from the ambivalence
of the sibling-like metaphor and return to its ambiguity. As we recall from Chapter
One, Charlotte Smith worked to rid the sibling-like category of ambiguity in order to
establish the sibling-like bond as a distinct affective category, separate from incest. By
clarifying that sibling-like love was an indication of sentiment, rather than biological
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This is exactly what happens in Wilkie Collins’ The Woman in White. Sir Percival Glyde secures his
engagement with Laura on the premise of familiar footing with her deceased father and his equal
(familiar) social standing. Once they are married, he turns out to be a villain, illegitimate and eager to
rob Laura of her marriage settlement.

150

relation, Smith established that the bond was a valid and valuable motive for marriage
at the turn of the nineteenth century. Chapters Two and Three then explored what the
ambivalence of this category made possible. Chapter Four returns to the ambiguity of
the sibling-like bond, but the distinction between sibling-like love and incest
established in Chapter One remains. Rather than asking whether or not protagonists
are too familiar, the ambiguity of the sibling-like bond here marks a fear of the extent
to which a sibling-like character is too strange. The hyphen (which has so far
symbolized a bar between lovers, a bond which unites lovers, a toggle between
oppositional categories, and a stich holding ideal traits together) here represents a
blank space, an empty placeholder, an unknown.
I take as my case studies Nelly Dean, of Wuthering Heights, and Little Father
Time27, of Jude the Obscure. These characters hold tenuous positions within their
respective families, and the question of whether or not they truly belong consumes
both texts. Nelly repeatedly describes herself as a foster sibling to Hindley, Catherine
and Heathcliff, but these “siblings” call her “servant,” “traitor,” “hidden enemy,” and
the coolly distant “Mrs. Dean” (71,128, 291). Little Father Time is taken in by Jude
and Sue on the questionable word of Jude’s former wife, Arabella, that he is Jude’s
biological son. Potentially a half-brother to Jude and Sue’s biological children, Little
Father Time never definitively resolves his true relationship to the family. When he
learns Jude and Sue, already impoverished, are due to have another child, he kills their
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I will continue to refer to Little Father Time as such in order to emphasize his outsider status.
Though the narrator tells us “he was formerly turned into ‘Jude’” when Jude and Sue decide to adopt
and baptize him, the narrator also admits that “the apt nickname [of Little Father Time] stuck to him,”
and continues to refer to him by various iterations of the nickname, rather than the familial one
throughout the rest of the novel (298).
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children and himself, leaving a note that says, simply, “Done because we are too
menny [sic]” (336). The reader can never be certain whether the murders he commits
are, in fact, fratricide. What does become certain in both texts is the fact that an
obscure position between the familiar and the strange is untenable, inevitably leading
to chaos and violence.
Building on the precedent established in the preceding chapters of decentering
heteronormative marriage-plots, Chapter Four deliberately concentrates on characters
in each novel who fall entirely outside the marriage plot.28 Nelly Dean is a servant,
and Little Father Time is a penniless child from the antipodes. There is no question of
middle-class marriage for either of them. The tension of their respective plots is where
they stand in relation to their first families. Both characters exist in a liminal space
along their family’s periphery, and the determination to assert their relationship
through familial language only serves to make their status more ambiguous. The
fraught relations, particularly between each character and their respective “siblings”29
make evident that familial language simultaneously masks and exacerbates the
violence of both plots. The language of familiarity is meant to disambiguate their
status and thereby mitigate the fear of the unknown, the extent to which each character
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Questions of incest and sexual availability for marriage factor heavily into both novels: Is the
relationship between Heathcliff and Catherine incestuous? Are Little Father Time’s actions a
punishment for Jude and Sue’s incestuous relationship? A sibling-like, rather than incestuous, reading
would generate new insights into how to understand these marital relationships. Nevertheless, the
focus of this chapter is the sibling-like characters in each novel who are preoccupied by
consanguineous, rather than conjugal, dilemmas.
29
The sibling, according to Engelstein, “marks the contingency and permeability of boundaries, the
doubtfulness of integrity, and the insecurity of uniqueness” (3). Nelly Dean and Little Father Time are
like, but not quite, siblings. This makes their characters doubly interesting because doubly ambiguous.
As sibling-like figures, they mark the uncertainty of whether this contingency, doubtfulness, and
insecurity is, in fact, at play.
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is an interloper within the family. Ironically, this very language ultimately serves only
to underscore the obscurity of Nelly Dean’s and Little Father Time’s relationships to
their respective families.
The sibling-like reading reframes discussions of exogamy and endogamy, both
central to understanding Wuthering Heights and Jude the Obscure, by further
appreciating how difficult it is to establish where the boundary between inside and
outside lies. Nelly Dean’s meddling is motivated primarily by jealousy that Heathcliff,
a relative stranger to the Earnshaw family, is able to achieve deeper intimacy with
Catherine than she ever does. Nelly is resentful of her own precarious position on the
outskirts of the family and, over and over again, this resentment provokes her to
interfere in ways that lead to chaos and violence. It is the enigma of her position in
relation to the family that activates Heathcliff’s violence, and that becomes the driving
force of the novel.
Like Wuthering Heights, Jude the Obscure explores the ways that a siblinglike figure might be more, or at least as, threatening as an intruding stranger. But,
again, the sibling-like figure this chapter focuses on is Little Father Time, and not the
cousinship between Jude and Sue. Jude and Sue’s relationship is an important conflict
in the novel, but it is ultimately a conflict that mainly concerns Jude and Sue
themselves.30 In the end, it is not the biological offspring of their incestuous bond that
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Both Dennis Taylor, in the introduction to the Penguin edition, and Talia Shaffer, in Romance’s
Rival, argue that the end-of-the-century’s historical “concerns about cousin marriage intensifying
unwanted hereditary conditions” are important to understanding this novel (Taylor xxviii, Schaffer
158). I agree, but with a difference. Jude himself places his bond with Sue in the context of biological
incest, worried that marriage between cousins might “duplicate the adverse conditions” of their families
in their children (90). However, as I argue, the charactres in the novel most concerned with Jude and
Sue’s biological relationship are Jude and Sue. I am not trying to dismiss or downplay the concern of
incest in the novel, but rather to reframe it in conversation with Little Father Times’s intrusion. Jude
and Sue are definitively first cousins, and the hereditary risks are known. Little Father Time intrudes
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causes “a tragic sadness [to] be intensified to a tragic horror,” but Little Father Time, a
child from Australia31, and his unsuccessful integration into the family that leads to the
novel’s greatest horrors (90). Little Father Time’s character is problematic, not
because he is the product of insular family relations, but because he holds an uncertain
place in this family and an ambiguous status as a colonial “Other.” It is the sense that
he is not one with, but one too “menny” among, his foster siblings that leads to his
deadly actions. In short, when a character is marked as a clear outsider or clear insider,
their threating potential is visible, and so limited. When, on the other hand, characters
are coded as sibling-like in order to mark the obscurity of their connection to the
family, the ambiguity of their position is deeply threatening.
It is worth noting that, in addition to being sibling-like characters, Nelly Dean
and Little Father Time, like Celestina, are also orphans. In Chapter One, I discussed
how a reading of Celestina as sibling-like complicated the typical eighteenth-century
orphan narrative by suggesting that the biological sibling could be a greater threat to
the family than the foundling. Here, the sibling-like character again complicates the
orphan archetype, this time locating the threat in the extent to which the stranger has
been allowed to pass as familiar. In his discussion of late-Victorian orphans, David
Floyd argues that “[the orphans’] experience becomes less an endeavor to improve

from the outside but is unable to belong within. His uncertain status becomes more problematic than
their endogamous one because the consequences are unknown.
31
Rena Jackson notes that Little Father Time’s residence in Australia is far from arbitrary: “Australia
would have registered with Hardy not as terra incognita, but as a place where death, adversity and
disappointment were often endemic to the life of the migrant” (111). Furthermore, she argues that his
migrancy between two continents and two cultures, as well as his failure to belong in either, marks him
as “what Everett V. Stonequist terms the ‘marginal man’: ‘The marginal man is one who is poised in
psychological uncertainty between two (or more) social worlds; reflecting in his soul the discords and
harmonies, repulsions and attractions of these worlds’” (113).
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their social standing or gain the respect of their culture, and more a disturbing
oscillation from one manifestation to another, and often back again. As such, their
malleability proves less a matter of evolving and more a symptom of fin-de-siècle
societal misgivings over individual and nationalistic identity” (23). In the same way,
the primary concern in Wuthering Heights and Jude the Obscure is not that Nelly
Dean and Little Father Time are radical strangers invading the familial sphere to climb
the social ladder. Rather, both novels are preoccupied by how difficult it is to locate
where, exactly, the character stands in relation to the family. Both characters become
more threatening because of their ambiguous relationship to their respective families.
Their oscillation between familiarity and strangeness proves unsustainable.

Vague, Not Villainous
Before I argue that Nelly Dean and Little Father Time’s sibling-like status
marks them as instigators of chaos and violence, it is important that I clarify what I am
not doing. I am not interested in evaluating the morality of either characters’ actions.
In his suggestively titled article, “The Villain of Wuthering Heights,” James Hafley
reads much of Nelly’s narrative exactly as I do: with a careful attention to Nelly’s
hypocrisy, violence, and manipulation. However, his argument begins and ends with a
concern for how we are to interpret Nelly’s personal morality; he uses terms including
“evil-doing,” “ugly,” “brutal,” “corruption,” “evil,” and “mean” to describe both Nelly
and her actions (201, 203, 205, 208, 214). While I will point out moments in the text
in which Nelly resorts to violence in order to establish familiar and familial footing
with the Earnshaws and Lintons, it is of little consequence to me whether her actions
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are “right” or “wrong.” As Bruce Robbins succinctly puts it, “To opt for ‘good
character is to deny the sense of dangerous, misplaced worldly power that the
servant’s narrative role evokes; to opt for ‘bad’ character is to exaggerate it to the
point where it can be condemned and dismissed” (102-103). Furthermore, any moral
judgment of Nelly’s actions depends, at least to some extent, on setting up a false
dichotomy between her status as servant and foster sister. Hafley considers Nelly’s
“ambition” towards equality with the family she serves perverse because he locates
her primarily in the sphere of the serving class. It is my contention, however, that the
roles of servant and sister are not so easily divisible, and that a central tension of the
novel is this relational complexity. For my purposes, then, the violent consequences of
Nelly Dean’s actions and Little Father Time’s murders are rooted not in the individual
morality of these characters, but in their sibling-like position. Both exist on an
invisible fault line that works to tear their families apart. It is their position, rather than
their person, which is problematic.
I must also clarify that when I argue that Nelly Dean’s status as servant and
sister is complicated, I am building on discussions of the servant/family relationship as
historically and rhetorically fraught, but I am also arguing that the “sibling-like”
contributes something unique to this discussion. Historically, the eighteenth century
marked a shift in understandings of household membership. As Naomi Tadmor
explains, “Very often, when English people spoke or wrote about ‘families’, it was not
the nuclear unit they had in mind. ‘Family’ in their language could mean a household,
including its diverse dependents, such as servants, apprentices, and co-resident
relatives” (19). Of course, as Tadmor herself acknowledges, there were also concepts
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of family that encompassed the importance of blood and marriage but, she maintains,
“there was a related yet different, and highly significant, concept of the family
emanating from relationships of co-residence and authority” (20). By early eighteenthcentury standards, Nelly Dean would have been a part of the Earnshaw family, simply
because she was a regular member of the household. This is why Schaffer asserts that
Wuthering Heights “charts the shift from an older model of aristocratic lineage to a
newer idea of a nuclear family,” and that it asks “what happens to those people who
might once have been included in the household, like servants, foster children,
illegitimate offspring, and poor relations” (148). Thus, given the timeline of her
narrative and the family history she relates, Nelly’s status within the family would be
inherently complicated. It would seem, however, that she has a “right,” historically
speaking, to claim membership to the family insofar as she is a servant. Attention to
the sibling-like category, however, underscores that Nelly consistently asserts her
sister-like status to the exclusion of her status as servant. We are given countless
details meant to locate Nelly’s intimate place within the family but, as Carolyn
Steedman parenthetically notes, “you never know the terms of [Nelly’s] various
hirings, not at the Heights, nor at the Grange, nor indeed whether she hired [sic] at
all)” (210). This lack of information is, however, anything but parenthetical. It is, I
argue, a rhetorical strategy Nelly deliberately deploys to insist that her foster-sister
status is rooted in something other than historical notions of indentured belonging
(210). By refusing to explain her roles in contractual terms, Nelly leaves her
connection as servant ambiguous and instead devotes all her energies into clarifying
the extent to which she is familial.
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While Nelly Dean uses her narrative to manipulate and resist the obscurity of
her relationship to the family, Little Father Time accepts this obscurity as inevitable,
but he also finds the position untenable. His murder/suicide is not an act of vengeance,
but it is an act of resistance; he would rather exit the family through death than exist
marginally within it. As Crain aptly puts it in her article “Little Father Time: Hardy’s
Changeling Child and the Limits of the Natural”:
To suggest Little Father Time, alias young Jude, is an agent of chaos or
instability would be an overstatement because we see no sign that he desires to
create disorder. Indeed, his intention, as we have seen, is to ease the burden of
his parents. Before the drastic acts of little Jude’s last morning, his affection
for his parents and for Sue in particular were unmistakable. Yet despite his
desire or intention, Little Father Time is an inevitable locus of instability, the
interloper whose very presence creates friction. (36)
I emphasize that it is not Little Father Time, but his sibling-like status, which is the
“inevitable locus of instability.” An interloper can be acknowledged as such. He can
be resented, monitored, and controlled. Under the guise of universal parentage, Jude
and Sue adopt Little Father Time into the family, obscuring the extent to which he is
still strange and other. This is interesting, not least because Jude and Sue refuse to
legalize their romantic bond out of fear that labeling their intimacy will extinguish it.
They fear that formalizing the mystery of their love will render them strangers to one
another. As a result, the ambiguity of their bond is constantly before them, continually
open to discussion and debate, anxiety, and passionate resolutions of recommitment.
Their decision to legalize their relationship to Little Father Time and baptize him
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under the name of Jude is therefore both ironic and suspect. It suggests an eagerness
on their part to resolve the uncertainties surrounding his parentage. While they are
content to continually acknowledge and negotiate their too-familiar cousinship, they
are unwilling to grapple with Little Father Time’s strangeness. The result is that the
ambiguity of his relationship to them is simply ignored, becoming a wound left to
fester until it erupts.

Am I Not a Sister?
In her article “Gold Put to the Use of Paving Stones: Internal Colonialism in
Wuthering Heights,” Margaret Markwick attempts to situate Nelly Dean’s sibling-like
status within the historical context of shifting family dynamics. She writes: “Brontë
begins by fixing the Earnshaws in Wuthering Heights, a long-established family- with
roots going back over three hundred years, and placing Nelly Dean clearly in the
narrative as the first foster child at Wuthering Heights” (132). We cannot elide the
fact, however, that it is Nelly who positions herself clearly as the first foster child.
Moreover, even though it is her narrative, no one else corroborates her inclusion32.
The Earnshaws repudiate this claim as many times as she asserts it. I have already
argued that this is not simply a case of a servant who longs to be reincorporated into
the general household family. The Earnshaws seem resigned to Nelly’s presence as
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Robbins discussion of two definitions of ‘exposition’ from the Oxford English Dictionary is relevant
here. One meaning is “‘the action of putting (a child) out in the open; abandonment to chance; =
Exposure’,” and the other the “‘presentation of essential information, especially about what has
occurred before this piece of action began’” (112). Robbins argues that when “servants speak on behalf
of the family, its past, its continuity over the generations” they simultaneously “tell the story of their
own exclusion, their own ‘exposition’ (112). This reading is helpful both in thinking about Nelly’s
position, rather than her person, and about how her position in relation to the family motivates and
mirrors her narrative.
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servant. Even if the details of the contract are never clear, we repeatedly see them refer
to her as a servant and give her orders. Even if Nelly only adheres to these instructions
according to her whim, it seems the Earnshaws would and do grant her inclusion
within the family in the capacity of servant, however reluctantly. But Nelly wants
more. She consistently, insistently roots her membership with the Earnshaw family
very specifically within the context of foster sister.
She begins her narrative to Lockwood thus: “I was almost always at Wuthering
Heights; because my mother had nursed Mr. Hindley Earnshaw, that was Hareton’s
father, and I got used to playing with the children- I ran errands too, and helped to
make hay, and hung about the farm ready for anything that anybody would set me to”
(35). While Nelly admits to belonging to the Earnshaw family in the capacity of
servant girl, she places her familial connection as milk-sibling and playmate to the
Earnshaw children first and her relation as servant second. Her account of how
Heathcliff becomes a member of the Earnshaw family builds on the importance of this
sibling-like status. As she describes Mr. Earnshaw embarking on his journey for
Liverpool, the journey which is to result in Heathcliff’s entrance into the family, Nelly
describes herself not simply as one of, but a central member of, the family. She shares
meals with the children: “I sat eating my porridge with them” (36). When Mr.
Earnshaw asks the children what gifts they would like he includes her: “he did not
forget me” (36). His absence is an emotional trial for Nelly, just as it is for his
biological children: it “seemed a long while to us all” (36 [emphasis mine]).
Furthermore, when Mr. Earnshaw returns with Heathcliff, rather than the promised
gifts, it is “we” children who crowd around “it” (36). Nelly thus aligns herself

160

carefully with the children of the household and distances Heathcliff not only by
holding him separate from the inclusive pronouns of “we” and “us” but by reducing
him to an object, “it.” On the first night of Heathcliff’s presence in the house,
however, Nelly is pushed out, both metaphorically and literally, to make room for him.
She recalls: “Mr. Earnshaw told me to wash it, and give it clean things, and let it sleep
with the children” (37). The insult is twofold. Not only must Nelly serve this stranger
by bathing and clothing “it,” but she must also arrange for “it” to have a more intimate
sleeping arrangement with the children than she herself has been granted; she is not
told to let “it” sleep with “us,” but with “the children.” When the children refuse to
have Heathcliff sleep with them Nelly “put[s] it on the landing of the stairs, hoping it
might be gone on the morrow” and, “in recompense for [her] cowardice and
inhumanity,” she is “sent out of the house” (37). Nelly has taken great pains to
describe Heathcliff as a strange intruder, unworthy even of a human pronoun. Mr.
Earnshaw, however, grants Heathcliff a place within the home, and promptly sends
Nelly outside it. Nelly must therefore come to grips with the emptiness of her fostersister status in any sense that the Earnshaws would grant it.
In Menials, Kristina Booker notes that “The image of the servant as a
pedagogical subject equivalent to the master’s child has its roots in religious
instruction” (7-8). Rather than understanding this as a description of the affective ties
between employer and servant, Booker asserts that this is “a rhetoric of spiritualized
obedience or duty that is used to maintain order and exploit the servant’s image in
service of the master’s values” (7). The end result, according to Booker, is “a textual
servant who internalizes the master’s surveillance and regulates his or her own
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behavior in accordance with the values the master expects” (12). Before Heathcliff’s
arrival, child Nelly may have taken this language at face value. Believing in the
affective bond, the few chores she reluctantly mentions may have been completed as
part of system of internalized obedience that she understood as a sense of familial
duty. With Heathcliff’s arrival and her corresponding exclusion, however, it becomes
clear that this rhetoric is devoid of the emotional attachment it suggests. Rather than
reading Nelly’s adoption of this rhetoric as a naïve choice, I argue she adopts and
adapts the stratagem for her own purposes. Nelly doubles down, constantly asserting
both her sibling-like position within her employer’s family and that family’s constant
failure to meaningfully incorporate her as family. This allows Nelly to turn the
master’s rhetorical stratagem on its head. Invoking the paternalistic language meant to
hold her in her place, Nelly underscores the false pretenses inherent in such familial
language. In Nelly’s employ, the language meant to erase her strangeness and remold
her into an embodiment of the master’s expectations instead demands the inclusion,
the affective relationship, that the language ostensibly offers. In so doing, it
simultaneously denies a master/servant hierarchy and asserts familial equality. Far
from inspiring self-motivated obedience, Nelly-as-narrator sees her sister-like status as
inspiration and justification for self-assertion and retaliation. Of course, even as Nelly
attempts to turn this rhetoric to her advantage, it further points out the ambiguity of
her position. If she denies her inferior status as servant and the Earnshaws deny her
equal status as sister, the result is largely the same; no one knows to what extent Nelly
is either.
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As Nelly’s narrative continues, the shifting of the status quo in her relationship
to her foster siblings, and particularly her exclusion from the rapidly developing
intimacy between Heathcliff and Catherine, quickly rises in prominence:
This was Heathcliff’s first introduction to the family: on coming back a
few days afterwards, for I did not consider my banishment perpetual, I found
they had christened him ‘Heathcliff’; it was the name of a son who died in
childhood, and it has served him ever since, both for Christian and surname.
Miss Cathy and he were now very thick; but Hindley hated him, and to
say the truth I did the same; and we plagued and went on with him
shamefully[…] He seemed a sullen, patient child; hardened, perhaps, to illtreatment: he would stand Hindley’s blows without winking or shedding tear,
and my pinches moved him only to draw in a breath, and open his eyes as if he
had hurt himself by accident, and nobody was to blame. (38)

In Nelly’s own words, Heathcliff’s introduction to the family leads to her
“banishment” from it. Her metaphorical connection is, in only “a few days,” surpassed
by his formal adoption into the family, as he is christened with the name of a dead
biological sibling, and as he and Cathy become “very thick.” Moreover, no one has
asked Nelly to return. She considers her banishment temporary, but it seems no one
has asked her to come back, even in her capacity as servant. Though Heathcliff is
consistently read by critics as the figure of the Other, he rapidly achieves a siblingship
with Catherine that Nelly never does. It is important to remember here Corbett’s
discussion of siblingship in the nineteenth century “not only as a static relation fixed at
and by birth but also as an achieved or achievable state of relation to others.
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Siblingship was not just a legal or biological designation but also a more-thanmetaphorical means of indicating proximity and connection” (60-61). In other words,
Heathcliff, to some extent, becomes Catherine’s brother, while Nelly is always held at
a distance, never allowed to move beyond the metaphorical and achieve the literal.
Nelly, resentful of Heathcliff’s ability to integrate more successfully into the family
fold, dedicates the rest of her narrative to proving her familiarity by emphasizing his
otherness.
In the passage above, Nelly accomplishes this by temporarily allying herself
with Hindley and emphasizing Heathcliff’s indifference to their violent attacks. 33 In
addition to noting that Heathcliff fails to wink or shed a tear at her pinches, Nelly also
reports that Heathcliff, after sustaining beatings from Hindley which have left his arm
“black to the shoulder” is knocked to the ground by an iron weight Hindley throws at
him (39). Nelly comes to Hindley’s defense, preventing Heathcliff from reporting the
injuries to Mr. Earnshaw, and then recalls “I was surprised to witness how coolly the
child gathered himself up[…]and then sitting on a bundle of hay to overcome the
qualm which the violent blow had occasioned” (39-40). This is another, dual attempt
to push Heathcliff outside of the family. As an “ally” with Hindley, Nelly is
comparatively intimate with the eldest child of the house. As a child unnaturally
immune to suffering, Heathcliff is a stranger, and a threat to the family. In short, at the
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As Robin Bernstein explains in Racial Innocence, "in the second half of the nineteenth century, pain
functioned as a wedge that split childhood innocence, as a cultural formation, into distinct black and
white trajectories. White children became constructed as tender angels while black children were
libeled as unfeeling, noninnocent nonchildren" (33). Though Bernstein’s focus is within the context of
slavery in the United States, the same principle holds true in England’s colonial context. The colonized
subject is often depicted as indifferent to hardships that cause the white English subject intense
suffering.
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same time that Heathcliff’s position within the family is made official by the
Earnshaws, Nelly’s position becomes more obscure. As a servant she is banished, as a
sibling-like figure she resumes her place, tenaciously holding on to whatever threads
of the sibling-like bond she can grasp. She is unabashedly resentful of the tenuousness
of her position, especially in light of Heathcliff’s easy inclusion. Thus, as her
precarious place within the family is reiterated, Nelly’s reports of Heathcliff’s
foreignness must become correspondingly suspect. I argue this not because I disagree
with readings of Heathcliff which emphasize his status as outsider but rather to point
out how vexed Nelly’s insider/outsider status truly is. Other critics have noted that
Nelly’s status is ambiguous.34 Markwick, for example, discusses Nelly as “other” in so
far as she is classed differently than the Earnshaws, and familiar in so far as she is of
the same nation and race. Markwick reads Nelly’s ambiguous status as a decided asset,
one which empowers her with “the language of both master and servant” (132). The
problem with such a reading is that it considers Nelly’s sibling-like position as
relatively easy to define and explain: the servant is strange, the white Englishwoman
familiar. The sibling-like, here, also marks what we can’t explain. We can’t quite
define to what extent Nelly is sister or servant, insider or outsider, and neither can she.
Her silent witness of Hindley’s attacks on Heathcliff’s body, her own pinches, and her
strategic narration of these events, are all attempts mark Heathcliff as the usurper of
her rightful position within the family.
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Steedman argues that Nelly is “a device for both the assertion and the dissolution of the social and
economic structures of Yorkshire society, 1771-1804” (204). Robbins argues that the “servant as
narrator” trope points to “the structural ambivalence of an intermediary between two powers” (103).
Attempts to resolve the ambivalence, according to Robbins, “close of prematurely the ambiguities that
trans-class narration opens up” (102).
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In another recollection of early childhood, Nelly returns to the violence
between siblings as a means of asserting her place in the Earnshaw family. Of
Catherine she says:
She was much too fond of Heathcliff. The greatest punishment we
could invent for her was to keep her separate from him: yet, she got chided
more than any of us on his account.
In play, she liked, exceedingly, to act the little mistress; using her
hands freely, and commanding her companions: she did so to me, but I would
not bear slapping, and ordering, and so I let her know. (42)
Note, again, that Nelly holds to the language of “we” and “us” in her narration. In so
far as she is a servant, and so a standing member of the household, this language is
understandable. At the same time, however, she rejects her role as servant, the very
title which would most obviously connect her to the family. Nelly describes Catherine
as “acting” the mistress, and openly declares that she would not bear Catherine
“commanding” and “ordering” her. This suggests that, in Nelly’s mind, she is
Catherine’s “companion” and not her servant. The anecdote works to establish Nelly
within the children’s play, and to reject any suggestion that she participates as servant,
rather than companion. It also suggests that while Catherine’s fondness for Heathcliff
is inappropriate (she is “much too fond” of him), her inclusion of Nelly in play is a
matter of course. Nelly is an appropriate companion and an equal enforcer of the rules.
She lets Catherine know that she “would not bear slapping” and, at least in her telling,
Catherine abides by these modified parameters to the game. Thus, Nelly plays with the
children and, like Catherine’s other companions, is a natural target for Catherine’s
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violent slaps. However, to safeguard against the possibility that these slaps come in the
form of a mistress disciplining her inferior, Nelly refuses to endure them. Catherine’s
acquiescence is a tacit indication that Nelly is somewhat successful in establishing her
sibling-like participation in the game.
A bit later in the novel, Nelly both invites and boasts of slaps from her
mistress, but, in her telling, the meaning of the slaps shifts dramatically. Instead of
signifying a disciplinary action from mistress to servant that must be forbidden, the
slaps become a sign of intimacy and affection and are therefore invited. In this scene,
Catherine is acquainted with the Lintons and has begun to spend most of her time with
them. She has also recently confided to Nelly her romantic attraction to Edgar Linton
because, as Nelly perversely gloats, “there was not a soul else that she might fashion
into an advisor” (68). As Heathcliff tries to point out to Catherine that he has been
slighted in her attentions, the two enter into a heated exchange of words. They are
interrupted by the entrance of Linton himself. Catherine, aware that Nelly knows her
heart, imperiously orders Nelly out of the room: “Take yourself and your dusters off!
when company are in the house, servants don’t commence scouring and cleaning in
the room where they are!” (71). Catherine attempts to push Nelly from intimate
“advisor” to obedient “servant.” Nelly responds by goading Catherine into physical
violence. First, Nelly obstinately refuses to leave. Then, she exaggerates the effect of
Catherine’s pinch. She describes the pinch to Lockwood as a “prolonged wrench, very
spitefully on the arm” and recalls that she screamed a scream meant to humiliate
Catherine in front of Linton: “I’ve said I did not love her; and rather relished
mortifying her vanity, now and then; besides, she hurt me extremely” (71). Nelly finds
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Catherine’s commanding tone mortifying, and so retaliates by attempting to embarrass
Catherine in return. The physical pain is mentioned as an afterthought which is
“besides” the main point of humiliation. It is mentioned less to justify her actions than
to clarify that she, unlike Heathcliff, is not immune to pain and suffering. Catherine
tries to deny the pinch and then, when Nelly presents the bruise for Linton to see,
“[Catherine] stamped her foot, wavered a moment, and then, irresistibly impelled by
the naughty spirit within her, slapped [Nelly] on the cheek a stinging blow that filled
both eyes with water” (71). Nelly’s resentment at being dismissed by Catherine as a
servant is palpable- indeed she incites Catherine to inflict physical marks of the
emotional hurt. This slap is, however, of further import, given that Nelly has
previously affirmed that she did not tolerate Catherine’s blows. Since Catherine is
invested in not making a scene in front of Linton, it seems that only a subtle move
away from her would be enough for Nelly to avoid the blows as easily as she avoided
Catherine’s slaps and commands in youth. Instead of resisting the violence, however,
Nelly acts on her intimate knowledge of Catherine’s temper- “she never had power to
conceal her passion”- offers a verbal retort, and proudly displays her bruise (71). Even
Nelly’s own account describes Catherine as acting outside of her own control; she says
Catherine is “irresistibly impelled.” However, the “naughty spirit within her” seems
more aptly described as the naughty spirit of Nelly without. Nelly “impels” Catherine
to hit her, creating a physical mark of her intimate, sister-like knowledge of Catherine.
In Nelly’s telling, this scene of a mistress disciplining an impertinent servant becomes
a squabble between foster siblings.
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It is important to remember that Nelly makes Catherine’s physical assault a
spectacle for two different audiences. In the moment, it demonstrates to Linton her
equal footing, but Nelly is also recreating this moment for Lockwood’s instruction.
Moments after she describes being struck by Catherine, Nelly describes Linton being
struck by Catherine as well. Nelly concludes the scene by observing that this violence
brings the two closer together: “I saw the quarrel had merely effected a closer
intimacy- had broken the outworks of youthful timidity, and enabled them to forsake
the disguise of friendship, and confess themselves lovers” (73). The violence which
Nelly previously rejected as a sign of Catherine’s desire to “act” as mistress is now
described as a catalyst to intimacy. In this context, Nelly is careful to record the details
of Catherine’s blows and their physical effect upon her body, and to make these
markers of intimacy visible to relative outsiders: Linton, in the scene, and Lockwood,
to whom the scene is recalled. Thus, even if Nelly is not purposefully inciting
Catherine to violence in order to feel closer to her, the violence certainly erupts
because Nelly feels she should be closer to Catherine. She utterly rejects the descriptor
“servant.” Furthermore, Nelly immediately follows the description of violence against
herself with a description of Catherine’s violence as a marker of intimacy and
affection for Linton. Nelly thus suggests that Catherine hits her, not because Nelly is
too outside (an impudent, disobedient servant,) but because she is too inside (a daring,
intimate, confidante). And yet, Nelly’s eagerness to distinguish herself as spiteful
foster-sister, rather than rebellious servant, makes it clear that she is unable to fall
easily into either of these categories. Her uneasy place between identities results in
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violence. Though she is eager to frame that violence as an example of her intimacy
with the family, it only highlights the ambiguity of her position.
The destructive consequences of Nelly’s ambiguous, sibling-like position reach
their climax at the same moment Catherine describes to her the perfect oneness she
shares with Heathcliff. Catherine confesses: “It would degrade me to marry Heathcliff,
now; so he shall never know how I love him; and that, not because he’s handsome,
Nelly, but because he’s more myself than I am. Whatever our souls are made of, his
and mine are the same” (81). Although Nelly has known Catherine for a longer period
of time, although she knows Catherine intimately, and although Catherine clearly
chooses to confide in Nelly the inmost secret of her soul, it is Heathcliff, and not
Nelly, who is loved by Catherine, who is one with Catherine, who shares Catherine’s
very soul. At this exact moment, Nelly observes Heathcliff overhearing the insult, “[i]t
would degrade me to marry Heathcliff,” and rushing away before the declaration of
love. Nelly deliberately withholds this information from Catherine. Moreover, when
Catherine pauses, concerned at being overheard, Nelly blames the sound of
Heathcliff’s footsteps on her fellow servant, Joseph, returning, and so prevents the
possibility of Catherine chasing after Heathcliff to clarify her meaning. Nelly then
allows Catherine to go on at great length, only to criticize her declarations of intimacy
(“Nelly, I am Heathcliff”) as “folly” and “nonsense” (82, 83). By the time Nelly
confesses to Catherine what Heathcliff has overheard, it is too late. He has abandoned
Wuthering Heights, only to return bent on vengeance at all costs. Nelly’s ambiguous
position, neither quite inside nor outside the family, motivates her to leave Heathcliff
under the mistaken impression that Catherine rejects him. This achieves the goal she
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has longed for since the moment he arrived on the Earnshaw’s doorstep; Heathcliff
leaves. As a result, Heathcliff transforms from a resigned subservient who has been
placated by his position as Catherine’s intimate companion to a violent avenger, eager
to redress the wrongs committed against him.
In Imperialism at Home, Susan Meyer asserts that Heathcliff represents the
fear of inverse colonialism, “what would happen if the suppressed power of the
‘savage’ outsiders were unleashed” (100-101). My hope, in teasing out the violence
which erupts as a result of Nelly Dean’s ambiguous sibling-like position, is to consider
how the categories of insider and outsider might be further complicated. Heathcliff, as
a strange “it,” indifferent to the blows of Hindley and Nelly, is a relatively
unthreatening character, whose worst offense, initially, is to ask Catherine for more
attention. He is treated cruelly by the family, but, unlike Nelly, he is officially named
after one of them and given a space within the home. It is therefore a complicated
question to ask whether Heathcliff or Nelly is the “‘savage’ outsider.” Meyer further
argues that “Nelly suggests to the nineteenth-century British reader a way in which
dark-skinned people like Heathcliff might be able to take revenge for the subjection
they have suffered at British hands” (114). But, to reiterate, we cannot so easily elide
the fact that this is Nelly’s suggestion. If Heathcliff represents the fear of reverse
colonization, Nelly, and more specifically her vexed sibling-like position, represents
the anxiety that vengeful outsiders won’t be recognized as such until it is too late.
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One Too Menny
Heathcliff’s violent potential remains dormant until Nelly’s resentment at
being continually displaced inspires her to tip the scales. So too, the dark potential of
the sibling-like bond in Jude the Obscure only manifests itself as a result of Little
Father Time’s inability to define his position within the family. Furthermore, just as
Nelly’s ambiguous position within the family is juxtaposed with the oneness of
Catherine and Heathcliff’s bond, so too, Little Father Time’s uncertain relation to his
siblings is held in sharp contrast to the perfect sympathy shared between his parents.35
His murder/suicide note reads “Done because we are too menny,” emphasizing
siblings as individual, redundant units, who are burdens to one another (336). This
tragedy is what finally separates Jude and Sue, who previously enjoyed “complete
mutual understanding […] almost two parts of a single whole,” a “perfect union- [a]
two-in-oneness” (229, 338). In short, it is not the fear of a too-endogamous union
between cousins which is the tragedy of the novel, but the inability of a sibling-like
character to reconcile himself to unity among his siblings.
It is important to reiterate that I do not read Little Father Time as a vindictive
character. On the contrary, he seems to genuinely believe that his interference, albeit
in the form of murder/suicide, is for the best. Nelly is an agent of chaos who is aware
of her ambiguous position as foster-sister/ interloper and responds by attempting to
push others (primarily Heathcliff) out and pull herself in, no matter the cost. She
resists the ambiguity of her sibling-like status in part by using it to her advantage,
playing on the margins of her relationship to manipulate other characters in particular
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Dennis notes that in the serial edition of the novel Jude and Sue only shared one biological child. The
1895 edition, used here, added a third child “to increase the dimensions of the horror” (454).
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directions, as best suits her purposes. Little Father Time is also conscious of his
uncertain positioning within the family, but he responds by removing himself and the
other siblings, whom he deems equally extraneous, from it. He may aspire to greater
intimacy, but he chooses to opt out, rather than pull his way in. The result is the same.
The inability to clearly identify where individuals stand in (or out of) relation to the
family creates a highly volatile, destructive relational dynamic, the violent potential of
which cannot be predicted. Floyd argues that “rebellious forms of the late-century
orphan not only seek to define themselves apart from, but actually accomplish the
disruption of, their surroundings, the intentional desecration of traditional
establishments and institutions, and the manner in which the turmoil begotten by their
undertaking bears upon late-century restlessness” (23). It is true that Little Father
Time’s murder/suicide radically disrupts his surroundings. The family is no more, and
Jude and Sue do not remain together, returning instead to their original spouses.
However, it is not quite accurate to say that Little Father Time seeks to “desecrate”
these institutions. In choosing to make himself radically apart from the family through
suicide, Little Father Time, in fact, attempts to uphold the biological family as a closed
unit and to remove the legally adopted Colonial interloper from its presence. The
collateral damage inflicted by the simultaneous murder of siblings and subsequent
separation of the conjugal unit is not the result of a malicious assault from a Colonial
“Other,” but rather of an ambiguous character who seems familiar, but whose lurking
semi-presence grates and grates and, finally, ignites.
Little Father Time is forthright about his awkward and ambiguous relationship
to Jude and Sue from the moment he arrives. After perfunctorily informing Sue that
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his father’s name is Mr. Fawley, Little Father Time makes no effort to insist or rely
upon that bond as a reason for staying. Instead, he turns to Sue and asks, “Is it you
who’s my real mother at last?”, “Can I call you mother?”, and, with a “yearning look,”
begins to cry (279). This is odd, because the only parentage we are certain of is that
Arabella is Little Father Time’s “real mother,” in both a biological and a legal sense.
Arabella’s parents, in order to “save the expense of Christian funeral” never bother to
baptize the boy, so it is safe to assume they never took it upon themselves to make
themselves legally responsible for his well-being (280). The assertion that Little
Father Time is Jude’s biological son is only made by Arabella, who is all too eager to
rid herself of the burden of parentage (274). While Jude admits to the possibility of
being biologically related to the child, he agrees to adopt Little Father Time primarily
on the basis of universal parentage: “What does it matter, when you come to think of
it, whether a child is yours by blood or not? All the little ones of our time are
collectively the children of us adults at the time” (274).36 Sue, though she heartily
agrees to adopt the boy on this altruistic basis, admits to Jude that her benevolence has
limitations: “if he isn’t yours that makes it all the better. I do hope he isn’t- though
perhaps I shouldn’t feel quite that! If he isn’t, I should like so much for us to have him
as an adopted child” (275). In other words, Little Father Time has never been legally
acknowledged by his biological grandparents. He has only been accepted by his
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Importantly, Jude only arrives at this idea of universal parentage after first questioning whether or
not his paternity is biologically true. He admits: “I must say that, if I were better off, I should not stop
for a moment to think whose he might be. I would take him and bring him up. The beggarly question
of parentage- what is it, after all?” (274). This is a stark reminder of class, and how the signification of
sibling-like necessarily shifts with economic opportunity. As we have seen, in the middleclass marriage
plot, the brother-like suitor might signal economic help, but among the working classes even an ideal
brother is unlikely to have the luxury of affording such assistance.
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potentially biological father on the basis of universal parentage. He is only welcomed
by Sue, his adoptive mother, contingently, on the premise that he is not Jude’s
biological son. Before going to bed that evening, Jude himself remarks on the
strangeness of the boy emphasizing his prospective adoptive relation to Sue, rather
than his biological tie to Jude: “He called you mother two or three times before he
dropped off […] Wasn’t it odd that he should have wanted to!” (279). In holding
tightly to Sue’s willing adoption of him as a son who is definitely not biologically
related to her, Little Father Time seems to place more stock in definitive maternal
adoption than in uncertain biological paternity. He thereby attempts to forge a bond
that can be made clear and definite, as far as the law is concerned, in a way that his
ambiguous paternity never can. When he later understands the limitations of this legal
inclusion, he opts out through violent means.
Importantly, although Jude and Sue nominally formalize their relationship with
Little Father Time, their inability to remember his existence suggests that even his
adopted relationship is binding in law only. The narrator points out several moments
where Little Father Time, though physically present with Jude and Sue, fails to enter
meaningfully into their intimacy. On one of the occasions in which Jude and Sue
attempt to marry, the narrator notes: “they all sat by the fire till a late hour- Father
Time included; though, as he never spoke, they were hardly conscious of him” (282).
This failure to register in his parents’ consciousness is not simply a relative exclusion,
compared to Jude and Sue’s deep romantic intimacy, because the “all” of this scene
includes Jude’s family friend, the widow Mrs. Edlin. The narrator informs us that Jude
invites her out of a desire “to link his present with his past in some slight degree by
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inviting to the wedding the only person remaining on earth who was associated with
his early life” (281). The connection is so tenuous that Jude “hardly expected she
would come” (281). And yet, it is Mrs. Edlin who makes her presence felt by Jude and
Sue and enters into active conversation with them. Indeed, even when she is not
physically present in the room the narrator notes that Jude and Sue can hear her
praying in her room (282). Thus, Little Father Time, who should have a closer place in
Jude and Sue’s heart than a tangential connection from Jude’s past, fails to register to
them in the present moment. As the conversation between the three adults continues,
with Mrs. Edlin expounding upon the violent end one of Jude and Sue’s relatives met
because of an unhappy marriage, Little Father Time attempts to participate by
asserting that his parents should not marry. This startles the adults, because, as the
narrator emphasizes, “they had forgotten him” (282). Sue dismisses Little Father
Time’s advice, though it echoes her own feeling, remarking “O, it is only a tale,” and
the scene abruptly ends. The moment Little Father Time’s presence is recalled, it is set
aside, and the next scene opens with a private meeting between Jude and Sue.
Little Father Time’s peripheral place in the family is again described in a scene
in which Arabella spies him, along with Jude and Sue, at the Great Wessex
Agricultural Show. Arabella’s new husband remarks that Jude and Sue seem “rather
fond of one another and of their child,” to which Arabella angrily retorts “Their child!
‘Tisn’t their child!” (290, emphasis in original). Arabella’s surprising display of
jealousy regarding the child she has abandoned functions to remind the reader that
Little Father Time does not truly belong to Sue, and even suggests that he does not
belong to Jude either. What is more, the narrator informs us that this family excursion,
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originally designed by Jude and Sue as an attempt to amuse Little Father Time,
quickly unravels into a romantic date between the two, with Little Father Time once
again rendered invisible:
Not regardful of themselves alone, they had taken care to bring Father Time, to
try every means of making him kindle and laugh like other boys, though he was
to some extent a hindrance to the delightfully unreserved intercourse in their
pilgrimages which they so much enjoyed. But they soon ceased to consider him
an observer, and went along with that tender attention to each other which the
shyest can scarcely disguise, and which these, among entire strangers as they
imagined, took less trouble to disguise than they might have done at
home[…]That complete mutual understanding, in which every glance and
movement was as effectual as speech for conveying intelligence between them,
made them almost the two parts of a single whole. (291-292)
Though Jude and Sue have every intention of including Little Father Time in their
plans, they soon forget his presence and “cease to consider him” even as “an
observer.” As the passage continues, it is clear that Jude and Sue forget Little Father
Time, not because he is an intimate with whom they feel they can be their true selves,
but, on the contrary, because he is unable to remain in their consciousness at all. Jude
and Sue are “two parts of a single whole,” and do not require a third in order to be
complete. Though they have adopted him and make repeated efforts to engage with
him, there is a failure to synthesize, an inability to genuinely incorporate him within
their family of two. As Arabella succinctly observes, “as far as they themselves are

177

concerned, “they are the only two in the show” (292). It is apparent that, regardless of
his nominal adoption into the family, Little Father Time is still an outsider.
The final section of the novel, Part Six, opens with yet another nod toward
Little Father Time’s ambiguous place within the family. The narrator records:
“together they went down Chief Street, their smallest child in Jude’s arms, Sue leading
her little girl, and Arabella’s boy walking thoughtfully and silently beside them.
Crowds of pretty sisters in airy costumes, and meekly ignorant parents, who had
known no College in their youth, were under convoy in the same direction by brothers
and sons” (323). While Jude holds their biological son and Sue their biological
daughter, Little Father Time, pointedly referred to as “Arabella’s boy” haunts their
steps, walking beside them in a way that somehow makes it clear he is not with them
in any sense beyond physical proximity. Though, legally, Little Father Time should be
the adopted brother of Jude and Sue’s offspring, the descriptor “Arabella’s boy”
isolates him in the extreme by connecting him exclusively to the one parent these
children definitely do not have in common. What is more, this awkward family
dynamic is juxtaposed with the “crowds” of brothers and sisters, along with their
parents, surrounding the Fawley clan. In a sea of parents and children, brothers and
sisters, Little Father Time silently stalks the family which has both adopted and failed
to genuinely incorporate him.
Though Little Father Time’s exclusion is not purposeful (he is never evicted as
Nelly is), it is nevertheless problematic. In fact, it is perhaps the more problematic
because he is never banished outright. Even has he stands, only partially, awkwardly,
on the family’s periphery, he is still, somehow a part of it. Little Father Time’s
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decision to remove himself from the family reflects his decision that to be fully
outside the family, even in death, is better than to be ambiguously (dis)placed within
it. As Little Father Time explains to Sue the day before his murder/suicide: “what
makes it worse with me is that you are not my real mother and you needn’t have had
me unless you liked. I oughtn’t to have come to ‘ee- that’s the real truth! I troubled
‘em in Australia, and I trouble folk here. I wish I hadn’t been born!” (333). Little
Father Time comes from the antipodes and is unable to integrate into the endogamous
union between Jude and Sue, despite their best efforts to legalize the bond. In fact,
Sue’s legal adoption of Little Father Time is regarded by him, here, as an obfuscation
of “the real truth”; he does not belong. In this sense, we might think of Little Father
Time as a consolidation of Heathcliff and Nelly’s characters. A colonial other, Little
Father Time is a threat and a burden to no one in England as long as he remains
decidedly other, safely out of sight and mind on colonial shores. With Jude and Sue’s
attempt to incorporate him into the family, his otherness is temporarily masked under
the guise of familiarity. As with Nelly Dean’s position, this ambiguous sibling-like
position, at once part of, and separate from, the family, is untenable, but Jude and Sue
do not realize this until it is too late.

Conclusion
I want to return, briefly, to the title of this chapter: The Dark Side of the
Sibling-like Bond. As I mention at the start of this chapter, I am not interested in
judging the actions or characters of Nelly Dean and Little Father Time in any moral
sense. They are not the problem, or the “dark side” of the sibling-like bond. On the
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contrary, both are, in a sense, victims of it. Both attempt, in very different ways, to
overcome it. Nelly interprets the blank space of the sibling-like bond as disputed
territory coopted by Heathcliff that she can reclaim through strategy and persistence.
Siblinghood is a position she feels historically and rhetorically justified in claiming,
but one that is nevertheless impossible for her to truly seize. Her greatest obstacle to
success is the impossibility of defining the boarders of the battleground. Unable to
define the extent to which she is either sister or servant, she has no way of knowing
where battle lines should be drawn, how much territory she has claimed, or how far
she has yet to go. Her’s is a battle in the dark, against an enemy whose ranks are
continually being redefined and renegotiated, on a field of constantly shifting terrain
that threatens to swallow both sides whole. Little Father Time, rather than attempting
to claim the blank space as his own or fill the void with the affection it lacks, instead
attempts to make the erasure complete. By removing himself and his maybe siblings
from existence, the entire term is eliminated, and the question of belonging erased.
Thus, it is not the characters, but the category which those characters resist, which has
been under investigation. As I also mentioned in this chapter’s opening, both
Wuthering Heights and Jude the Obscure are defined in large part by questions of
endogamy and exogamy. The sibling-like category in both novels forces us to question
the boundaries that make these categories possible in the first place. If the sibling-like
suitor encourages us to gloss over the possibility that he could, at any moment, unravel
into a threatening stranger, the sibling-like figure in class and colonial contexts invites
us to wrestle with this possibility head-on. The familiar figure in these contexts is both
a stranger made safe and a specter that haunts. The blank space of the sibling-like
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category is not truly blank after all. It is the ambiguous penumbra of darker shadows
lurking in the wings.
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Conclusion: Beneath the Fraternal
An advantage this, a strengthener of love, in which even the conjugal tie is beneath the
fraternal. Children of the same family, the same blood, with the same first associations
and habits, have some means of enjoyment in their power, which no subsequent
connections can supply.
Fraternal love, sometimes almost every thing, is at others worse than nothing.
—Jane Austen, Mansfield Park
In Jane Austen’s 1816 novel Mansfield Park, the narrator famously privileges
the fraternal tie above the conjugal, stating unequivocally “even the conjugal tie is
beneath the fraternal” (161). And yet, there has been endless debate as to just how
literally we should take this claim. Rightly so; Austen’s name is nearly synonymous
with irony, and the ending of Mansfield Park is notoriously ambiguous in its portrayal
(or lack thereof) of the cousin marriage between Fanny and Edmund. Nevertheless, I
hazard that the sibling-like category can help us better understand this novel and its
ending. This is because the sibling-like bond functions by invoking the same
ambiguity and ambivalence with which Austen describes fraternal love as both
“almost every thing” and “worse than nothing.” To understand Fanny and Edmund’s
relationship as sibling-like is to appreciate which aspects of fraternal love their
marriage embraces, and which it sets aside as “worse than nothing” (161). In Edmund,
Fanny finds the love and companionship she shares with her brother William, as well
as the consistent presence and financial stability William is not able to provide. In
Fanny, Edmund finds a sister-like wife whose morality, love, and devotion far exceeds
what his biological siblings or his romantic interest in Mary Crawford can offer. The
sibling-like quality of their marriage signals what it is not (incestuous) and what it is
(fulfilling).

182

Initially, Fanny’s loneliness at Mansfield Park is most alleviated by the visits
from her brother, William:
Excepting the moments of peculiar delight, which any marked or unlookedfor instance of Edmund's consideration of her in the last few months had
excited, Fanny had never known so much felicity in her life, as in this
unchecked, equal, fearless intercourse with the brother and friend, who was
opening all his heart to her, telling her all his hopes and fears, plans, and
solicitudes respecting that long thought of, dearly earned, and justly valued
blessing of promotion—who could give her direct and minute information of
the father and mother, brothers and sisters, of whom she very seldom heard—
who was interested in all the comforts and all the little hardships of her home,
at Mansfield—ready to think of every member of that home as she directed, or
differing only by a less scrupulous opinion, and more noisy abuse of their aunt
Norris—and with whom (perhaps the dearest indulgence of the whole) all the
evil and good of their earliest years could be gone over again, and every former
united pain and pleasure retraced with the fondest recollection.
In such visits, William is “almost everything to Fanny” when he acts like an ideal
biological brother. When he offers “direct and minute information” about her siblings,
he recognizes how central siblinghood is to her identity. Always ready “to think of
every member of that home,” and indulging in memories of “all the evil and good of
their earliest years,” he emphasizes their shared past and their present ties of mutual
affection (161). He is attentive and loving, and he offers a friendship that is an
“unchecked, equal, fearless intercourse” (161). But, despite all of this, William’s love
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is not quite enough. “Almost” is not everything. There are “moments of peculiar
delight” inspired only by Edmund’s attention. And, of course, Fanny does, eventually,
embrace the conjugal. It is, however, a conjugal union that is decidedly sibling-like,
and this makes all the difference.
Importantly, it is Edmund who makes these visits possible by initiating the
correspondence between siblings. When he realizes how difficult it is for Fanny to
leave her siblings behind he consoles her with the suggestions “Let us walk out in the
park, and you shall tell me all about your brothers and sisters” (13). In this way,
Edmund begins to offer Fanny the emotional support of a brother. His greater financial
security means that this support need not be interrupted by long absences, such as
those in which William must earn his living at sea. When Edmund offers this concern
for her siblings, helps her write her letter, and sends William a half guinea, “Fanny’s
feelings on the occasion were such as she believed herself incapable of expressing”
(14). Edmund, in turn, is inspired to take a greater interest in Fanny after seeing how
deep her “gratitude and delight” are at this small act of kindness towards her brother.
From this moment, “her cousin began to find her an interesting object” (14). Sibling
love is so vital to their bond that Edmund eventually articulates his conjugal love for
Fanny by using the metaphor of the sibling: “My Fanny— my only sister—my only
comfort now” (302). Importantly, this is a metaphor and, as such, communicates a
meaning distinct from biological relatedness. While Schaffer reads cousin marriage as
ideal because it “mimics” sibling love and Pollack discusses this cousin marriage in
terms of “averted” incest, I posit that sibling-like love is more than an acceptable
imitation or a legal loophole (Schaffer 141, Pollak 2). It is a bond that is legal, moral,
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and emotionally fulfilling, not because of how well it mimics the biological sibling
bond, but also because of how greatly it differs from it.
But, if their marriage is so fulfilling, why does the narrator seemingly gloss
over it? Johnson dismisses Fanny and Edmund’s marriage as “a perfunctorily opted
anticlimax the narrator washes her hands of, rather than a properly wished-for and
well-deserved union towards which the parties have been moving all along” (473).
Schaffer, on the other hand, contends that the marriage ending is anticlimactic only
insofar as it hastens “to get the marriage out of the way and get back to the siblings”
(Schaffer 142). Neither take is quite right. Yes, the sibling-like marriage is free of any
hint of incest, and so is nothing to be ashamed of. And yes, the novel is concerned
with reuniting biological siblings, especially Fanny and her sister, Susan. But
something more has happened here. Reunion with Susan, in itself, is not enough. The
novel could have ended with Fanny’s return home in Volume III. Instead, this return
to the consanguineous family inspires in Fanny a longing for Mansfield Park: “She
was at home. But alas! It was not such a home, she had not such a welcome as —she
checked herself […] It did pain her to have Mansfield forgotten; the friends who had
done so much—the dear, dear friends (Austen 260). Thus, the sibling-like marriage is
valuable insofar as it reunites siblings, but it is also valuable in what it offers the
lovers. The sibling-like love that Fanny and Edmund offer one another is a love
“which no consequent connections can supply” (Austen 161). Far from being a
compromised conjugal relationship or a barely acceptable consanguineous one, the
sibling-like bond is a distinct, fulfilling relationship in its own right. In conclusion,
then, I would like to emphasize what makes the sibling-like bond unique and different
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from Schaffer’s familiar marriage model, and to point out some additional critical
applications of the sibling-like category that go beyond the scope of this current
project.
In Chapter One, the plot of Celestina works to disambiguate the sibling-like
bond from the biological sibling bond. Importantly, it marks the sibling-like bond as
an ideal relational dynamic that not only inspires reform of the marriage market, but
also offers an ideal alternative to the biological sibling bond. While, for Schaffer, the
familiar suitor is only “the closest one can get” to a brother, the sibling-like suitor of
Celestina is a marked improvement upon biological siblings (Schaffer 141). As the
narrator of Mansfield Park laments in the epigraph above, “Too often, alas! it is so. —
Fraternal love, sometimes almost every thing, is at others worse than nothing” (161).
In Celestina, Willoughby comes to see that his biological sister, Lady Molyneaux, is
worse than nothing. Their biological bond means that the “opposition of interests,”
particularly financial and social interests, which Austen’s narrator fears, is all too
present (Austen 161). Lady Molyneaux sees Willoughby only for the financial and
social prestige he can garner. Celestina, sister-like but not biologically related, is able
to offer a more selfless, disinterested love and, ultimately, a separate cash flow. The
sibling-like, in short, marks how Celestina is an improvement upon Matilda as much
as it marks how Willoughby is an improvement upon the romantic suitor. The siblinglike bond thus invites a more sustained, critical attention to the dark side of sibling
bonds. It calls its own inconsistencies directly into question. A sibling-like suitor is
ideal both insofar as it is like an ideal biological sibling and unlike a problematic

186

biological sibling. This ambiguous tension becomes the very source of the sibling-like
bond’s meaning-making.
That the sibling-like suitor is an improvement upon the biological, as much as
the conjugal, relation, is also true in Chapter Three, as Walter and Clara offer their
sibling-like love as a replacement for lost or never-present biological sibling
relationships. Attention to this plot in each novel allows for further decentering of
heteronormative marriage than attention to the familiar suitor alone can invite.
Schaffer is committed to demonstrating that “Victorians did not necessarily feel that
familiar marriage harbored a lamentable lack of sexual interest but rather that it
positively proffered a delightfully robust companionship” (31). And yet, there is the
continued sense in Romance’s Rival that the familiar-suitor logic is only
understandable within a Victorian cultural context in which there were limited options
for robust companionship in marriage. This is not a failing, but rather a necessary
consequence, of Schaffer’s project, which is to tell a more complete story of how
nineteenth-century novels worked through the cultural development of romantic
marriage. Sibling-like logic, on the other hand, moves beyond the discussion of the
marriage plot. It posits that sibling-like companionship could make sense, could be
desirable, outside of a heteronormative marital context. In both Dombey and Son and
Lady Audley’s Secret, the sibling-like trope traces plots concerned with, if not
primarily consumed by, siblings. Marriage, in these texts, is “beneath the fraternal”
unless it can, by the alchemy of the sibling-like, (re)create the “unchecked, equal,
fearless intercourse with the brother and friend” (Austen 161).
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The sibling-like also draws critical attention to the slippage between gender
categories. In Chapter 2, the sibling-like marks the ambivalent gendering of biological
siblings in The Daisy Chain and The Heavenly Twins. Existing studies of historical
Victorian siblings and nineteenth-century literary representations of siblings tend to
focus on two opposite observations: brothers and sisters were considered more similar
to each other than different in the Victorian cultural imagination, and heteronormative
families were the means by which siblings were gendered into the separate categories
of brothers and sisters. The sibling-like trope suggests not only that nineteenth-century
authors were aware of the irony in these two lines of thought, but also that they were
using this irony to challenge and critique these narratives. The ambivalence of the
sibling-like category demonstrates that heteronormative families and marriages in fact
depended on gender fluidity between siblings in order to sustain their premises of
separate spheres.
Finally, the sibling-like is an important intervention because it brings attention
to characters and plots that fall outside of the marriage plot altogether. In Wuthering
Heights and Jude the Obscure the ambiguity of the sibling-like bond brings to light
fears about what is still strange in the familiar, and what is dangerous about strangers
pretending to familiarity. The fact remains that fraternal love can also be, as Austen’s
narrator warns, “worse than nothing” (161). Edmund Bertram could, after years of
marriage, turn out to resemble his own biological brother, Tom, who recklessly
squanders family money, rather than Fanny’s loving biological brother, William. He
could, in other words, be familiar in all the wrong ways. Or, equally likely, it could
turn out that although he seems familiar, he is, ultimately, more strange than not.

188

Investigating this possibility would make colonialism, specifically the Bertram’s
involvement in the slave trade, central to any discussion of the marriage plot. In
Chapter Four, the marriage plots of Wuthering Heights and Jude the Obscure are set
aside almost entirely in order to attend to sibling-like characters with no opportunities
for marriage. The destruction incurred when Nelly Dean and Little Father Time try to
familiarize themselves with their “almost families” speaks to trenchant Victorian
anxieties surrounding colonialism and the return of the Other.
There is a great deal that the sibling-like bond still has to offer in terms of
understanding the relationships between literary representations of family and
colonialism in nineteenth-century novels. Attempts to euphemize colonial power
structures with familial terms may have underscored the hypocrisy of these structures
and inadvertently exacerbated the fears they were meant to calm. For example,
Krupabai Satthianadhan’s Saguna: The First Autobiographical Novel in English by an
Indian Woman centers on her experience growing up with thirteen biological siblings,
but she also grapples with tensions between Christians and non-Christians. Christian
metaphors of siblinghood might offer interesting perspectives on colonialism and
conversion, whether forced or voluntary, especially if this Christian iteration were
placed within the larger context of the sibling-like trope. Elizabeth Buettner’s Empire
Families begins to think about family and colonial history together. It “positions
British children, and family life more broadly construed, as pivotal to perceiving what
the white community connected with late imperial India stood for” (6). However,
Buettner follows a pattern many historians adopt, thinking about children primarily
from a childrearing, parent-focused perspective. Studying British children from a
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sibling perspective might offer fruitful insights. What is more, while historians of
Victorian middle-class families living together in the metropole would have a limited
written record (siblings living together would be less likely to write to one another)
siblings separated by continents might have left a greater paper trail worth exploring.
The logic of the sibling-like bond could also have much to offer on the topic of
“milk-siblings,” a term used to describe children who were nursed in infancy by the
same woman. In “Colonizing the Breast,” Ruth Perry argues that “motherhood was a
colonial form- the domestic, familial counterpart to land enclosure at home and
imperialism abroad” and that “the medical focus on maternal breastfeeding can be
interpreted as the beginning of the physiological colonization of women’s bodies
corresponding to the psychological colonization of women’s subjectivity in both
companionate marriage and motherhood” (206, 218). Attention to milk-siblings in this
context might shed light onto the ways in which women also participated in and
mutually enforced colonial logic when they procured wet-nurses for their children. In
such cases, middle-class women were colonizing a working-class woman's breast in
much the same way that U.S. slave owners were colonizing their female slaves to feed
their own children.37 A consideration of the relationships between milk-siblings,
particularly those of different classes or races, might reveal additional tensions and
complexities of this dynamic. Two scholars who have already jumpstarted this
conversation are Tamara Wagner and Jules Law. Wagner’s 2019 article “‘Nature's
Founts’: Breastmilk in Victorian Popular Culture” examines the exchange of
breastmilk as it relates to class exploitation, while Jules Law’s The Social Life of
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Fluids: Blood, Milk, and Water in the Victorian Novel, observes how exchanges of
breastmilk speak to social fluidity and anxieties surrounding the permeability of
family structures. Such discussions could benefit from a more thorough discussion of
milk siblings. What are the relationships between children who have suckled at the
same breast? How do they perceive their relationships? How are these relationships
portrayed in literature, if at all? If they are not, what anxieties might this elision speak
to?
The sibling-like bond could also shed light on nineteenth-century capitalism
and business ethics. Adam Kruper’s Incest and Influence offers an important
complication to Watt’s idea of the rise of the economic individual as he traces how
close marriages38 between leading families in England allowed families to consolidate
power and wealth for generations. The “incest” of Kruper’s title is largely an attention
grabber, as the close marriages and cousin marriages he discusses would not have
been considered incestuous by the Victorians. Thus, it might be useful to take a second
look at Kruper’s findings with an attention to the sibling-like as a distinct (nonincestuous) category. Dombey and Son would yield itself well to such a reading.
Although I have focused on the revision of marriage plot in this novel, capitalism is
certainly also central to its plot. May argues that in Dombey and Son, “Dickens
recounts the tale of a sisterly love that proves incompatible with the kind of inhumane
society produced by the new, unbridled entrepreneurial capitalism” (45). She
elaborates, “sisterhood must make up for economic violence” and, “if a new, more
morally palatable House of Dombey is to be erected, it must be on the foundation of
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a sister's virtue” (60, 61). And yet, May argues that the underlying threat that the
sister’s love could turn incestuous means that the brother ultimately replaces the
father, only to form a “another kind of patriarchal 'protectorate'-the colony-” (53).
When we let go of the fear of incest, we see how sibling-like love can have a
transformative effect on marriage. In the same way, by letting go of concerns about
incest, we might also appreciate how sibling-like bonds were offering new economic
models for a more egalitarian, benevolent version of capitalism.
The common thread throughout this dissertation and in the opportunities for
further exploration that I have briefly outlined is that the sibling-like bond is malleable
and, as such, offered nineteenth-century authors a robust tool for exploring and
challenging the boundaries around them. In fact, approximately halfway through this
project, when I finally came to appreciate how malleable the sibling-like category was,
I had to change the focus of my argument from the sibling-like as a neat category of
suitor to the sibling-like as a way of thinking. Initially, my understanding of the
sibling-like category was almost synonymous with the idea of Schaffer’s familiar
suitor. I identified it as a consistent code used by authors to mark heteronormative
suitors as worthy conjugal partners. In those early phases of my research, the siblinglike was a positive, reparative term used exclusively for characters in a heterosexual
romantic dynamic. I imagined that I would discover some kind of historical arc in
which the sibling-like character served primarily as a version of the familiar suitor
who changed steadily over time, in step with historical shifts in how marriage was
understood. As I examined both canonical and noncanonical texts from a variety of
genres written by male and female authors with varying degrees of literary renown, I
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came to appreciate not only how wide-reaching this trope was, but also how
amorphous. I came to understand that the sibling-like bond interrogates much more
than marriage. It is something that is difficult to pin down, something that takes on
many different forms and performs many different tasks. It is defined as much by what
a sibling is (and the sibling is itself a vexed category) as by what a sibling is not. I also
realized, thanks to discussions with my committee members, that this ambiguity and
ambivalence is precisely what makes the category so generative of meaning. The
sibling-like category complicates categories because the logic of metaphors and
similes depends upon play between categories, even as it holds those categories
separate. Thus, by the end of this dissertation, I have come to understand the siblinglike, not so much as a trope or category (though I have relied on these terms heavily
throughout) but rather as an invitation. The sibling-like is an invitation to dwell in the
tension between categories (brother and sister, self and other, familiar and strange) and
to imagine how that tension, rather than resisting logic, might offer new ways of
understanding, and new opportunities for meaning-making.
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